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 ABSTRACT 
TRAINING VOCATIONAL MINISTERS IN THE PRACTICE OF 
SPIRITUAL DISCIPLINES THROUGH THE USE OF  
DAVID KOLB’S LEARNING CYCLE 
by  
David Paul Wilson 
 The purpose of this project was to evaluate the cognitive and behavioral changes 
of pastors who received training on selected spiritual disciplines using a training program 
that employed David Kolb’s learning cycle. This training was offered during a two-day 
retreat followed by a sixty-day period of implementation.  
 The research was done in a one group, pretest, posttest design with a researcher- 
conducted personal interview of a random sample of participants at the end of the sixty-
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CHAPTER 1  
OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY 
Background 
 In July 2000, I was elected district superintendent of the North Central Ohio 
District Church of the Nazarene. The Nazarene district superintendent is charged with the 
responsibility of helping the local congregation to “fulfill its mission and objectives. The 
superintendent shall build morale, provide motivation, supply management and method 
assistance, and organize and encourage organization of new churches and missions 
everywhere” (Fairbanks et al. 38). One can easily see that the typical work of the district 
superintendent is administrative, and that is how most would characterize their work. 
 Administration of the district is a task I cannot avoid; however, I have sensed a 
calling to move beyond that function and to provide intentional spiritual leadership for 
pastors and, indirectly, congregations in our district. I have shared with many that since 
my election, my location in ministry has changed but not my vocation. The challenge is 
significant because, unlike parish ministry, no weekly gathering is possible. Geography 
and time constraints limit personal contact with pastors and their parishioners to periodic 
visits. Spiritual leadership is difficult to practice long distance. Developing ideas that 
allow me to make a spiritual impact requires careful thought and planning. 
 The motivation for shaping my assignment in this way comes from two sources. 
Every believer faces the first: the tension between one’s public persona and the 
development of his or her inner life. Gordon MacDonald describes this tension in 
Ordering Your Private World:  
Our outer, or public, world is easier to deal with. It is much more 
measurable, visible, and expandable. Our outer world consists of work, 
play, possessions, and a host of acquaintances that make up a social 
network. It is the part of our existence easiest to evaluate in terms of 
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success, popularity, wealth, and beauty. But our inner world is more 
spiritual in nature. Here is a center in which choices and values can be 
determined, where solitude and reflection might be pursued. It is a place 
for conducting worship and confession, a quiet spot where the moral and 
spiritual pollution of the times need not penetrate. (14) 
 
 The struggle for balance is challenging for all believers, but for pastors the 
problem has even greater significance because they are spiritual leaders for others. The 
public world is where pastors do most of their work. Their public roles––preaching, 
leading, shepherding, personal appearance––may be highly cultivated and the public 
response may be quite rewarding. These public roles can also overshadow the need for 
developing the inner life. The outcome is often destructive.  
 Pastors who struggle to develop their inner life risk experiencing what 
MacDonald calls a “sinkhole,” the erosion of spiritual foundation, and, ultimately, a cave-
in (Ordering 15). This collapse makes a pastor vulnerable to emotional distress, moral 
failure, and other lapses of integrity that are destructive and reflect poorly on Christ and 
his Church. 
 The second motivation is the unsatisfied hunger many pastors feel when they have 
expended their energies ministering to the spiritual needs of their congregations with no 
one to restore them. Virtually no one is specifically charged with the responsibility of 
caring for pastors’ spiritual needs. They often do not know where to go for help. Because 
of their position, most pastors are unwilling to risk disillusioning their laypersons with 
confessions of spiritual dryness and ineptitude.  
 Part of the answer is developing inner discipline. Anyone who has ever learned a 
skill or developed a habit knows the value of discipline. Discipline may be forced upon a 
person from an external source such as a parent or teacher who corrects inappropriate 
behavior or enforces certain actions (i.e., taking out the trash or practicing the piano). The 
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discipline, however, is not lasting until the one receiving the discipline accepts it and 
makes it part of her or his lifestyle. A pianist is born the day a novice piano player no 
longer needs Mom or Dad to say, “Practice!” but is disciplined from within to learn and 
develop that skill. 
 Discipline involves time, self-denial, and repetition. Willingness to discipline self 
in a given area says a great deal about what people value. Disciplined persons have a 
mental picture of what they want to become or the skill they want to possess. They are 
willing to take time to practice. They say no to good things because they have something 
they value more in mind. They practice until the lesson is learned or the skill is developed 
or the trait becomes a part of their character. Then they practice to fine tune what they 
have learned and to keep from losing it.  
 For hundreds of years, an important aspect of caring for the inner life has been the 
practice of spiritual disciplines. The spiritual masters of the past, those who enjoyed 
intimacy with God and understood how to direct others, used the disciplines as pathways 
for personal development. Succeeding generations of Christians have found wholeness in 
following their example. 
 In my own journey, I have developed a rule that has included five disciplines: 
prayer; reading, studying, and memorizing Scripture; journaling; reading devotional 
classics; and, solitude and silence. Regular practice of these disciplines and occasional 
use of others enable me to listen to the leading of the Holy Spirit with clarity and leave 
me with a sense of well-being and connectedness with God. While I do not consider 
myself to be a spiritual master, I have found great value in the disciplines and desire to 
share the experience with fellow ministers.  
 Over the past five years, I have initiated a number of practices that define the kind 
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of ministry I hope to have among the pastors and churches in our district. This project 
reflects my priority of caring for the spiritual welfare of the men and women who lead 
our congregations, resulting in greater joy and effectiveness in ministry.  
Context of the Project 
 The project was conducted among pastors in the North Central Ohio district of the 
Church of the Nazarene. This district is one of eighty-two in the United States and 
Canada, covering an area that has a high concentration of Nazarene churches and 
adherents. Most of the churches are in towns and small cities and reflect conservative 
values and lifestyles. In a prominent place in nearly every church in our district hangs a 
wooden banner with words that proclaim, “Holiness Unto the Lord.” The concept of 
“holiness” includes the idea of outward separation from the world. Many members, my 
age and older, remember when Nazarenes were not popular in part because of separatist 
ideals that were interpreted by others as religious elitism.  
 The denomination “Church of the Nazarene” was born during a worldwide 
spiritual awakening in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The 
distinguishing doctrine of the denomination is entire sanctification, defined by the 
Nazarene Manual as “that act of God, subsequent to regeneration, by which believers are 
made free from original sin, or depravity, and brought into a state of entire devotement to 
God” (Fairbanks et al. 30). Entire sanctification, Nazarenes believe, provides the power 
to live a holy life. 
The Problem 
 The problem addressed in this project is how to train Nazarene pastors in the use 
of spiritual disciplines in ways that will enable them to increase their practice of the 
disciplines. The use of the word “train” is intentional: I am working with the assumption 
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that most vocational ministers have had exposure to the disciplines but have lacked a 
specific method of application that would make their use valuable for spiritual 
development. The need for this kind of training exists for several reasons. 
 Historically, Protestantism has tended to regard the devotional life with suspicion 
because of the Reformers’ protest against works righteousness. Martin Luther and John 
Calvin, in particular, preached against ascetic practices understood as a way of salvation. 
They did not emphasize the devotional life in their teachings, but, of course, that was not 
their passion at the time. Their main theme was justification by faith, though they did 
make a place for the doctrine of sanctification. Their treatment, however, was theoretical, 
not personal (Bloesch 50). 
 The consequence, in the words of Albert E. Day, is that Protestants are an 
undisciplined people. Day suggests that because of the revolt against the legalistic 
regimens of the medieval Church, Protestants have almost completely forgotten the 
necessity that inspired these regimens and the development of saints that resulted (7). 
 The Church of the Nazarene has followed in this tradition but has offered a 
corrective. The denomination recognized the role of sanctification for relationship with 
God and for the believer to be used by him. For most of its ninety-six year existence, 
“spirituality” has been taught in the classroom and from the pulpit as being the result of 
entire sanctification. The form this doctrine took received its impetus from the nineteenth 
century American Holiness movement’s emphasis on a “crisis” moment when the heart 
was pure and sanctification became complete. 
 Led by Phoebe Palmer, the primary spokesperson, the movement had Methodist 
origins and drew from the teachings of John Wesley, but it departed in many ways with 
what Wesley taught (Bangs 84). Palmer developed an “altar phraseology” using the 
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Romans 12:1 imagery of placing oneself as a living sacrifice on God’s altar as a symbol 
of complete consecration. Since Christ is the Altar, he is the Sanctifier, because the altar 
sanctifies the gift. A person who is conscious of being entirely committed to Christ, with 
his or her “all” on the altar, can at that moment believe and be entirely sanctified (T. 
Smith 125-26). 
 This approach to entering the experience was very systematic. Preaching on the 
doctrine and the subsequent life of holiness tended to emphasize the “triumphal” aspects 
of Christian experience with little concern for the problems of relating humanity to 
holiness. Believers were instructed to acknowledge their need for a deeper work of grace 
and to come forward to pray. There they were told to surrender everything, to consecrate 
talents, relationships, and possessions to God with no strings attached. They were also 
challenged to ask specifically for the sanctifying fullness of the Holy Spirit. Finally, they 
were instructed to accept this grace by faith. Their faith was to be marked by the “witness 
of the Spirit,” giving them assurance that the work was done (Purkiser 66-67). The seeker 
who followed these steps was declared to be “entirely sanctified.” 
 The lifestyle of holiness that followed was often built on a system of strict 
legalistic observances including prohibitions and commands. Those “in the experience” 
had a sense of having arrived spiritually. Sin was often downgraded to a “mistake” or 
“error” that enabled an entirely sanctified person to testify to being sinless, even unable 
to sin. 
 I would be remiss if I did not acknowledge the many persons I have known as 
lifelong Nazarenes who lived the sanctified life joyfully, but these were people who lived 
beyond the doctrine as it was taught, avoiding legalistic traps and experiencing a vital 
relationship with God. More often, though, I have encountered people who struggled with 
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guilt and repressed sin with no recourse. Not a few of my contemporaries left the Church 
of the Nazarene and some forsook their faith altogether because of a lack of 
connectedness between doctrine and experience. 
 In time, as Wesleyan theology was studied more carefully, entire sanctification 
was interpreted relationally. John Wesley understood the experience to be obtained 
instantaneously and gradually (8:328-29). Growth in grace followed justification and 
entire sanctification. Wesley’s whole Methodist system of societies, bands, and class 
meetings was built on accountability and a process of spiritual development. No denial of 
crisis existed, only a greater recognition of growth that preceded and followed the 
moment of full surrender to God.  
 For the first time, in the 1976 Church of the Nazarene Manual, the article of faith 
on “Entire Sanctification” included in writing the distinction between “a pure heart and a 
mature character. The former is obtained in an instant, the result of entire sanctification; 
the latter is the result of growth in grace” (Fairbanks et al. 30-31). The lifestyle of 
holiness is maintained through relationship, not legalistic practices. Relationship grows as 
certain practices are offered to God for his use in forming Christ in believers and leading 
them by the Holy Spirit. In the last ten years, “spiritual formation” has become a popular 
topic for the classroom and in practice. This door has opened, I believe, because of the 
recognition that spirituality involves process, that it is not achieved in an instant, that it is 
cultivated through relationship with God. 
 Another reason the need for training the spiritual disciplines exists is the decided 
shift among Nazarene pastors toward a business paradigm for their leadership. For many, 
the pastor as a spiritual person no longer has the priority or appeal it once did. Popular 
models for ministry are those who have large churches and dynamic ministries, not 
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contemplative types. Pressure exists from within congregations and also from 
denominational leadership to grow large churches and to become leaders as defined by 
secular management experts. The pastor as CEO is a more accepted paradigm for pastoral 
ministry. 
 The consequence of this outlook is that pastors often lack a solid spiritual 
foundation for their own lives and ministry. They lack a spiritual base on which they can 
rely during times of personal and professional struggle. Fatigue, burnout, and moral 
failure result in ministerial dropout. 
 Another consequence of the CEO mind-set is that pastors spend more time 
cultivating aspects of their ministry other than spiritual. They learn to be leaders and 
managers for business––to conduct good board meetings, to lead a staff, to manage 
people, to raise money––but not to be spiritual guides. Not only do pastors suffer, their 
congregations are weakened because of the absence of spiritual leadership.  
 A young pastor named Bob1 came to visit me, and the moment I saw him I knew 
he was brokenhearted. I knew him as one who was obsessed with learning and using 
church growth principles. He had been effective in this regard, tripling attendance over a 
three year period, but his success had exacted a painful price. As we visited he confessed 
to manipulation and lying to keep momentum going. Congregation members were 
beginning to see his shallowness, and Bob admitted to me the emptiness in his own soul 
as he followed the pattern he had established for himself. His future in ministry was being 
threatened, and he recognized the need for change. 
 A third need for training pastors in the use of spiritual disciplines is the busyness 
of a pastor’s life. Their calendars vary. Rarely do they have two days in a row that are 
                                                 
1 Names in these illustrations have been changed. 
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similar. Their schedules are often at the mercy of the needs of others. They have no 
control over times for surgery, death, or crises their laypersons face that require their 
attention. They do know that Sunday morning comes around with astonishing regularity 
and that their people expect to hear a message from the Lord. One of the greatest 
temptations a pastor faces is to substitute working for God for truly knowing him. For 
example, some pastors combine sermon preparation time with personal devotions. They 
read and reflect on the meaning of Scripture but for its application to others, not 
themselves. The regular discipline of meeting with God for developing a personal 
relationship is missing. 
 Recently I met with Don, a man in his first senior pastorate. He admitted that 
pastoring was a larger job than he ever imagined and he was struggling. When I asked 
him about the cultivation of his relationship with God, he hung his head and said, “My 
time is so pressured I sometimes go for days at a time without praying or reading 
Scripture.” He was suffering from the effects of a dry soul, and his overall leadership of 
the church was suffering. 
 Spiritual disciplines have been proven over time to be tools with which God 
brings needed changes within his people. They allow Christians to place themselves 
before God so he can transform them (Foster, Celebration 6). Godly men and women 
have cultivated their spirituality for centuries by using the disciplines. They have been 
tested and refined by contemplatives and ordinary Christians from a variety of traditions 
with similar results. They are reliable. 
 Roy Oswald sees the practice of spiritual disciplines as a strategy for clergy self-
care. He says a deep spiritual life can counter the effects of stress and can even be an 
antidote to burnout (91-92). 
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 In 2003, researchers from Wheaton College did two studies to evaluate clergy 
health and coping responses. The first study focused on what pastors of a small Protestant 
denomination do to prevent experience high levels of exhaustion and stress in their work 
as pastors and what the denomination could do to help with the same problems. The 
second study centered on forty-six ministers from Protestant Christianity who were 
identified by Christian mental health professionals and the Christian Formation and 
Ministry Department of Wheaton College as clergy who exemplify spiritual and 
emotional health. Involvement in spiritual activities such as retreat, solitude, reading 
Scripture, journaling, fasting, and prayer was spontaneously mentioned by 33 percent of 
clergy in study one and 66 percent in study two (Meek et al. 343).  
 Spiritual disciplines can become the ground out of which pastors lead others. 
Throughout Scripture, God has required his people to follow him. Human leadership 
from the patriarchs to the prophets to present-day pastors receive instructions from God 
on his desires for his people. 
Biblical and Theological Foundations 
 Several biblical and theological themes form the basis for this study.  
 Throughout Scripture, God expected those he called to leadership roles to lead 
from a spiritual foundation rather than with conventional wisdom of the day. In this way, 
God remained the unquestioned authority. The challenge faced by these leaders was to 
discern God’s voice and to become submissive to his will for their lives and for their 
governance of the people. Those who followed the will of God were generally effective 
in their leadership; those who did not follow God experienced his wrath and even the 
withdrawal of his presence. 
 The contrast between Saul and David in 1 Samuel 13 is one example. Faced with 
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troop desertions at Gilgal, Saul went through the sham of a sacrifice to God, which he 
conducted himself rather than waiting for the prophet Samuel. Conducting the sacrifice 
was regarded as a blatant disregard for God’s timing and authority. Samuel’s judgment 
was that the kingdom would be taken from Saul and given to “a man after God’s own 
heart” (v. 14). Saul’s continued disobedience led to God’s rejection of him as king (1 
Sam. 15:23). David replaced Saul as king, and while he was not perfect in his behavior, 
the attitude of submission to the will of God illustrated in 1 and 2 Samuel and throughout 
the Psalms caused him to be regarded as Israel’s greatest king. 
 An endless number of volumes on the subject of leadership line the shelves of 
bookstores everywhere. Leadership gurus say that everything depends on leadership. The 
examples set forth, even in the Church, often come from industry, and the challenge 
pastors face is to operate by more than good business principles. The objective is to learn 
to discern the voice of the Lord in leading their congregations. This type of leadership 
calls for men and women who are persons after God’s own heart, who have an adequate 
spiritual foundation to lead God’s people his way. 
 Effective, godly leaders whose stories are contained in Scripture practiced 
spiritual disciplines that kept them aligned with the will of God. Jesus fasted and prayed 
in the wilderness for forty days before starting his ministry (Matt. 4:2). He practiced 
solitude and prayer early in the morning before the demands began (Mark 1:35) and after 
expending great amounts of spiritual and emotional energy (Matt. 14:23). Joshua was 
commanded to meditate on Scripture as a basis for decision making (Josh. 1:8), and 
David wrote about meditating on God throughout the night as he lay in his bed (Ps. 63:6). 
Fasting was a common practice when seeking direction from God (2 Chron. 20:3), 
demonstrating humility before him (Joel 1:13-14), and, at times, in an effort to persuade 
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God to answer prayer (1 Sam. 12:16). These are just a few examples of time-tested 
spiritual disciplines practiced by biblical characters and later by spiritual masters in their 
responses to God and out of a desire to know him. 
Purpose of the Project 
 A key factor in adult learning is their experience. To assume that vocational 
ministers have had no experience in using spiritual disciplines would be a faulty 
assumption; however, unless they have had prior instruction on the subject, their ideas are 
likely to be unsystematic and arbitrary resulting in random use. 
 The purpose of this project was to evaluate the cognitive and behavioral changes 
of pastors who received instruction on selected spiritual disciplines using a training 
program that employs David Kolb’s learning cycle. This training program was used 
during a two-day retreat with a group of vocational ministers from the North Central 
Ohio District Church of the Nazarene followed by a sixty-day period of implementation.  
Research Questions 
 Two questions guided this study. 
 Research question #1. What changes occurred in the participants’ knowledge 
and practice of spiritual disciplines as a result of the training program? 
 Research question #2. What aspects of the training program were associated with 
observed changes in the participants?  
Definition of Terms 
 The following terms are used throughout the project and need definition. 
 Experiential learning theory may refer to any acquisition of knowledge obtained 
through the repetition of a skill or activity. For this project the term suggests a structured 
learning sequence guided by a cyclical model (M. Smith). The model used in this project 
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was developed by David Kolb in 1984. Kolb’s cycle includes concrete experiences, 
observation and reflection, forming abstract concepts, and testing these concepts in new 
situations. The cycle continues at a deeper level with new concrete experiences from the 
testing situations. 
 Spiritual disciplines are personal and corporate habits of devotion and experiential 
Christianity that promote spiritual growth. 
 A vocational minister is a person whose ministry is also her or his livelihood. All 
Christians have been called to ministry. Vocational ministers have been called to give 
their undivided attention and time to the preparation of others for their work of ministry 
(Eph. 4:11-12).  
 In the expression soul care, “soul” is used descriptively rather than theologically. 
MacDonald refers to soul in this quote: 
[The soul is] the deeper part of all of us that others cannot see. It is the 
quiet part where people are most apt to connect with God. In that deeper, 
quiet piece of spiritual geography there was, in biblical times, and is 
today, dialogue with heaven, events of repentance, praise, and worship, 
and the formation of intentions to life and knowledge that enable people to 
become what I like to call kingdom-builders. (Life xii) 
 
Soul care, in this project, describes nurturing this part of a person’s being so that he or 
she will be able to develop intimacy with God.  
Description of the Project 
All ministers on the North Central Ohio District of the Church of the Nazarene 
were invited to a two-day retreat where training was given on seven spiritual disciples 
that are of great importance for pastoral leadership (see Appendix A). The invitation was 
general. No personal invitations were made. 
Prior to the retreat, each participant received a notebook that provided general 
information and a retreat outline. The notebook was divided into eight parts including a 
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section on “preparation for the retreat” and one tab for each of the seven disciplines 
presented in the study. In preparation, retreat participants were asked to write a one-half 
to one page description of an experience they had had or had observed with each of the 
seven disciplines and to place these in the notebook behind the appropriate tab. Examples 
were provided. Participants were asked to inform their congregations of their 
involvement in the retreat, to be on time for the start of the retreat, and not to bring cell 
phones.  
The retreat began at 8:00 on Monday morning 15 November 2004, with the 
administration of the pre-retreat questionnaire (see Appendix B). Following the 
questionnaire, I made a thirty-minute presentation explaining the objectives of the 
training program and the procedures that would be followed both during and after the 
retreat. The explanation included a description of Kolb’s learning cycle and how it would 
be used during the training process. I particularly emphasized the element of reflection 
and how participants would incorporate new ideas into a sixty-day application period 
following the retreat. I informed them that a post-study questionnaire would be 
administered and that random interviews would be conducted. A question-answer time 
followed. 
The training program used in the retreat was based on David Kolb’s model for 
experiential learning. The concrete experiences (phase one) came in the form of three 
learning activities, one visual, one aural, and one kinesthetic. The first activity was visual, 
the reading of a brief (3-4 page) summary of one of the seven disciplines in this study. 
The reading was done privately with no discussion permitted. A period of reflection 
(phase two) followed at which time the participants considered three questions: 
1. Did you make any new discoveries or receive any fresh perspectives while 
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reading this text? What were they? 
2. What information impressed you as you read and gave you motivation to 
practice and experiment with this discipline?  
3. What do you hope to remember and apply as you use this discipline during the  
sixty-day test period? 
 Questions two and three moved the participants into phase three of the Kolb 
model, forming abstract concepts, creating new ideas for using this discipline. Phase four 
of the model, active experimentation, occurred during the sixty-day test period following 
the retreat. 
 The second learning activity was aural, through peer dialogue. In preparation for 
the retreat, the participants were asked to write a one-half to one page description of any 
specific past experience they had had or had observed with each discipline. These were 
the concrete experiences of the second learning activity. The participants were divided 
into groups of four where they shared their experiences and responded to questions and 
observations from others in their group. After each person had had an opportunity to 
present his or her experience, a second period of reflection followed using a modified 
form of the three questions: 
1. What new insights or perspectives did you gain as you listened to the 
experiences of your group members? 
2. What did you hear from your group members that impressed you and motivated 
you to experiment with this discipline? 
3. What did you hear that you hope to remember and apply during the sixty-day 
test period? 
 Once again, questions two and three moved the participants into phase three, 
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forming abstract concepts, and phase four, active experimentation, came during the test 
period. 
 To help the participants understand the format for these peer presentations, 
examples were provided from personal experience for each of the disciplines. These 
examples are contained in see Appendix E. If the participants had not had sufficient 
experience in one of the disciplines to make a presentation, my examples were read and 
used for class discussion. 
 The third learning activity was kinesthetic, done in class with all participants 
involved in a hands-on approach. These were the concrete experiences of the model. For 
meditation, a demonstration was given followed by an opportunity to practice privately 
and to share insights gained during a class discussion.  
 For journaling, a series of questions was given for participants to consider and the 
responses recorded in the journal distributed at the beginning of the retreat. Responding 
to these questions gave them a feel for journaling. Time was given after each learning 
exercise to make further record of thoughts and impressions, so journaling was practiced 
throughout the retreat. 
 For meditation, the “palms down (releasing cares and concerns to God), palms up 
(receiving grace from God)” method was demonstrated as the starting point 
(recollection). A series of five exercises was given that included Scriptures and hymns as 
the substance of the meditation. Participants were encouraged to select from this list and 
to practice meditation. 
 For prayer, the learning activity was a practice period using the elements of 
praise, thanksgiving, confession, intercession, and petition. A prayer guide was 
distributed to assist participants during this time of experimentation. 
Wilson 17 
 
 Two learning activities were used for Scripture; the first a memorization 
technique using Ephesians 5:1-2. The second exercise was a brief presentation on lectio 
divina followed by a time for practice using Philippians 2:5-11.  
 A fast was observed on the second day from 8:30-4:30. Liquids were provided but 
no food throughout the day. Participants were asked to record their apprehensions about 
fasting at the beginning of the day. Periodically, the trainer stopped the class activities 
and asked the participants to record in their journals impressions they had about the fast. 
At the end of the day, a class dialogue was conducted. 
 For solitude and silence, the group went to the sanctuary with their Bibles and 
journals. They were encouraged to meditate on Luke 4:1-11. Stillness was emphasized. 
Impressions were recorded in their journals. A class discussion followed. 
 For guidance, the class activity was pairing up with a partner and sharing their 
faith journey. The key to this exercise was each person learning to listen without offering 
advice unless it was desired and just dialoguing with their friend. A class discussion 
followed. 
 At the conclusion of each of the hands-on learning activities, a period of reflection 
was observed using a modified form of the three questions: 
1. What new insight or perspective did you gain as you participated in the class 
activity? 
2. What impressed you during the activity and motivated you to want to 
experiment with this discipline? 
3. What did you experience that you hope to remember and apply during the 
sixty-day test period? 
As with the first two learning activities, questions two and three moved the 
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participants into phase three, forming abstract concepts, with phase four, active 
experimentation, coming during the sixty-day test period. 
This format was followed for each of the seven disciplines in the study. Four 
disciplines were covered on the first day of the retreat, and three were studied on day two. 
Each topic received no less than two and no more than three hours of instruction. Groups 
for the peer discussion were formed randomly and stayed together throughout the retreat. 
 A sixty-day test period followed the retreat when the participants tested new 
insights gained. The sixty days was an arbitrary length of time, chosen to give adequate 
opportunity for participants to experiment with their ideas but also to allow time to gather 
data for completing the project. My involvement with the retreat participants during the 
test period was to send periodic e-mail encouragement (general mailings to everyone) and 
to be available to answer questions or to dialogue with individuals at their initiation. At 
the end of the sixty-day test period, the posttest was administered, focusing on changes in 
the participants as a result of using the retreat training program. In addition, a personal 
interview was conducted with a random sample of the participants. The interview 
questions focused on their motivation for involvement in the training program, how the 
training changed their use of the disciplines and impacted their devotional lives, and the 
contribution of Kolb’s cycle to their learning experience. 
Methodology 
 This study evaluated the cognitive and behavioral changes in a group of Nazarene 
vocational ministers in the North Central Ohio District who received training on selected 
spiritual disciplines using a training program based on David Kolb’s learning cycle. The 
training was given in a two-day retreat setting followed by a sixty-day period of 




 The cycle began with a concrete experience followed by observation and 
reflection, giving rise to abstract concepts that were tested in new experiences (Pickles; 
M. Smith). In this model, great emphasis was placed on previous experiences of the 
learner and her or his ability to reflect on these experiences in meaningful ways. The 
learner developed new ideas that were implemented during an evaluation period. Prior to 
attending the retreat, a pre-retreat evaluation was given to the participants, assessing their 
knowledge and use of each discipline. Following a sixty-day test period, a second 
evaluation was made to measure change in knowledge and use of the disciplines studied. 
Random interviews were also conducted following the test period to evaluate overall 
insights gained in the study.  
 The intended outcome was that the program participants would gain greater 
familiarity with the disciplines resulting in deeper, more frequent use. My goal was to 
lead pastors into personal discovery of those habits and practices necessary for discerning 
the Holy Spirit’s leadership, first for themselves, and then for the leadership of those God 
has entrusted to their spiritual care. 
Participants 
 The participants for this project were drawn from a pool of 120 Nazarene 
vocational ministers in the North Central Ohio district. All assigned ministers in the 
district (those having a specific place of ministry) were invited to participate in the 
retreat. The invitation included vocational ministers who were credentialed (ordained or 





 From the pool of potential participants, over forty persons responded, with thirty-
seven volunteering to be part of the study. Seven volunteers had to drop out leaving a 
group of thirty. The participants were surprisingly diverse including two women among 
the twenty-four senior or solo pastors and six staff persons. Fourteen of the thirty had 
been in vocational ministry one to ten years with sixteen serving eleven years or more.  
Variables 
 The goal of this project was to evaluate the impact of a training program that 
guides vocational ministers in using the spiritual disciplines. The training program was 
the independent variable. The training program followed the learning cycle of David A. 
Kolb that begins with a concrete learning experience followed by observations and 
reflections that provide abstract concepts then tested in new settings. The concrete 
learning experiences were presented in three categories: visual, aural, and kinesthetic. 
Each experience was followed by a time of reflection and development of new ideas that 
were tested during a sixty-day trial period. The dependent variables were the cognitive 
and behavioral changes that occurred in the participants related to their knowledge and 
use of the spiritual disciplines taught during the retreat. 
 Intervening variables that might affect the interpretation of results were age of 
participants, length of time in ministry, and their ministerial role (staff pastor, senior 
pastor). Consideration was given to my role as the researcher who was also the district 
superintendent of the participants in this project. The possibility existed for the data to be 
influenced by this relationship. 
Instrumentation 
 Instrumentation for this project included a pretest, a posttest, and a personal 
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interview with an unbiased random sample from among the thirty retreat participants. 
 The research was done in a one group, pretest and posttest design with a 
researcher-conducted personal interview at the end of the test period. A pretest 
questionnaire (see Appendix B) was given to participants before the retreat to establish a 
baseline of their knowledge and use of the disciplines. The posttest (see Appendix C) was 
administered at the end of sixty days and the scores compared with pretest scores. The 
interviews were also conducted at this time. I developed these questionnaires. 
Delimitation and Generalizability 
 The value of this project was that it met a perceived need among the vocational 
ministers in the North Central Ohio district. Numerous conversations have revealed 
widespread hunger and need and yet a struggle for consistency in areas of soul care. 
 A variety of theories could have been included, but the study was limited to the 
use of one, Kolb’s learning cycle. The scope of the study was also limited to seven of the 
disciplines rather than trying to cover them all in a two-day period. Only a portion of the 
vocational ministers in the district participated in the study. I chose to evaluate those who 
were actually in a vocational assignment (rather than including laypersons) because of 
their leadership role in particular congregations. 
 Because careful attention was paid to the way adults learn and because of the 
great interest in the topic, the results can be generalized if the study is repeated using a 
different group of ministers and a different set of disciplines. 
Outline of the Study 
 Chapter 2 contains a review of selected literature relative to this study. Particular 
attention was paid to experiential learning theory as a tool for educating adults. An 
examination of literature related to pastoral concerns and needs and the disciplines 
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selected for this study was also conducted. 
 In Chapter 3, the design of the project is presented in detail. Chapter 4 contains 





REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
 In this chapter I review selected literature in four specific areas of inquiry related 
to this project. I begin with a discussion of the conditions that exist in the lives of 
vocational ministers that make necessary a study of this nature. The second area reviewed 
is the seven disciplines that were studied during the retreat. The final section has two 
parts. I begin by looking at adult learning and then narrowing the discussion specifically 
to address Kolb’s learning cycle.  
The Need: Why Vocational Ministers Need Training on the Disciplines 
 For the purpose of this study, four needs are addressed. 
 First, instruction on the spiritual disciplines is necessary because many pastors 
have never received intentional, systematic teaching on the disciplines. Most clergy 
persons do not embrace the ideas of discipline and obedience, yet they are at the heart of 
the spiritual journey. The disciplines enable them to pay attention to the truth of God in 
their lives (Holmes 53). 
 The problem is cyclical. Pastors who have not received instruction cannot teach 
others. When a person comes to faith in Christ, he or she may join a Bible study or a 
Sunday school class or work on absorbing instruction by listening to sermons. Most are 
concerned with Bible study and prayer, and even that teaching is sketchy. For example, 
while prayer is stressed to a new believer, the full-orbed nature of prayer––including 
praise, thanksgiving, confession, intercession, and petition––is not always emphasized. 
The one who prays falls into a pattern for prayer limited to “asking” and lacks the power 
of practicing all dimensions of prayer. The result is a lack of understanding with regard to 
which disciplines are needed to develop their relationship with God. People cannot 
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acquire excellence in prayer unless they persistently train themselves to be attentive to 
God in the depths of their own lives (Peterson, Working 12). 
 Even when a ministry candidate attends seminary, the spiritual dimension may be 
lacking. Oswald’s testimony is all too familiar:  
In the three years I spent in a Lutheran seminary, not once did anyone ask 
me if I prayed, if I had any difficulties in my prayer life, or whether I 
practiced any sort of “rule of life.” They may have asked me about my 
Christology, but not if I believed in Christ. (92) 
 
 Spirituality is assumed. Only in recent years have some Protestant seminaries 
begun to stress spiritual formation as part of the educational experience. When instruction 
has not been given by the congregation or during seminary studies, part of the foundation 
for ministry is missing, and it shows up as a glaring weakness when one begins parish 
ministry.  
 Second, instruction on spiritual disciplines is necessary because the spirituality of 
the vocational minister is different from that of the laity. Most would agree that the 
spirituality of clergy persons is instrumentally different than that of laity. Part of the 
minister’s calling is to be a catalyst for deepening the awareness of God in the lives of his 
people (Holmes xiii). God expects the clergy person to be different and so does the 
Church.  
God’s people need a model. In fact, clergy do more to influence people by their 
lives than with all of their busyness (Armstrong 79). Richard Cecil says, “Example is 
more forceful than precept. People look at me six days a week to see what I mean on the 
seventh day” (qtd. in Armstrong 79). Parishoners come with basic needs and spiritual 
questions that do not have ready solutions. Pat answers will not work. The response of 
clergy persons must come from their own wrestling, not from the pages of a theological 
textbook. Spiritual disciplines provide the framework and the tools to do that wrestling. 
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 Third, instruction on spiritual disciplines is necessary because the practice of a 
minister’s vocation may become a substitute for intimacy with God. The problem stems 
from two sources. 
 Vocationally, ministers pray, study, exegete Scripture, administer the sacraments, 
and perform a host of other responsibilities in association with their role in the Church. 
Ironically, those very functions may deceive both the laity and the ministers themselves 
into thinking they are spiritual persons when in reality they are void of relationship with 
God. One of the greatest dangers ministers face is that they take that which is holy for 
granted, exhorting others to be holy without being holy themselves (Armstrong 59).  
 Prayer and working with Scripture are tools of the minister’s trade. Using the 
same tools for spiritual renewal as one utilizes for vocational experiences may seem like 
more work to the minister rather than the refreshing that energizes the soul.  
 The second source of the problem is the difficulty pastors have in discussing their 
own spirituality. A “conspiracy of silence” grips many ministers when it comes to their 
spiritual lives (Oswald 93). They are unwilling to reveal too much. Vulnerability with 
laypersons is difficult because ministers feel they are spiritual leaders and do not want to 
disillusion parishoners. In many cases they have difficulty “de-roling.” They go through 
their entire lives feeling as if they are delicately balancing themselves on a pedestal, 
desperately attempting to fulfill an impossible idea. A life of posturing, suppression of 
true feelings, and loss of touch with their real selves is the natural outcome (Willimon 
318). 
 With ministerial colleagues, the issue may be pride. Pastors do not want to admit 
their inferiority to fellow ministers in their ability to relate with God. They hide the fact 
by demonstrating vocational excellence while the experience of knowing God remains a 
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longed-for but missing dimension in their lives. They are void of the freshness and 
vitality of connectedness with God. 
 Spiritual disciplines become regular pathways by which people keep themselves 
open to God’s work. The word “regular” is key: the disciplines can be shaping 
instruments in the hands of God when they are consistently offered to him. They can help 
develop a rule for life. They confront emptiness, insufficient perspectives, the way people 
look at themselves, and even hubris so they can be reconciled with God. They can help 
restore a sense of being whole, forgiven, and at peace (Armstrong 96). 
 Fourth, instruction on spiritual disciplines is necessary because of the high levels 
of stress in a minister’s life. The stress in the life of vocational ministers is not debatable 
and stems from a variety of challenges. Challenge one is time management. Seldom do 
ministers’ schedules fit the normal 8:00-4:30 pattern. They do not punch a time clock; 
they manage their own schedules based on priorities they establish themselves.  
 The challenge is in the complexity of a job that never ends. Ministers are often 
expected to be therapists, financial wizards, able administrators, and master builders in 
addition to their vocation as spiritual guides. Sunday comes around with astonishing 
regularity, and when it does congregations are intent on hearing a word from the Lord 
regardless of what has happened during the pastors’ week. Inevitably, pastors are aware 
that they could have made one more visit or spent just a little more time on the sermon 
and often wish they had. William H. Willimon quotes a pastor acquaintance who 
mourned this dilemma: 
When I think of my congregation and my responsibility for them, I 
sometimes feel as if I’m standing before the ocean, and then the bishop 
hands me a teacup and says, “Start dipping and call me when you are 





 Another challenge is balancing professional demands with personal and family 
needs. Pastors’ children need their parents and their spouses need husbands or wives. At 
times family and professional roles come into conflict creating stress in ministers.   
 The sheer busyness of ministers’ lives can lead to burnout. Burnout is defined as 
vocational exhaustion with emotional resources becoming so thoroughly depleted that 
people are unable to fulfill their responsibilities (Holmes 40). Ministers who feel stress 
growing often combat it by trying to work even longer hours, fitting more into an already 
full week. Busyness brings certain aspects of fulfillment (i.e., admiration of the flock, 
feelings of accomplishment), but it may come at the expense of feeding the inner life. 
Strangely, from an emotional standpoint, the satisfaction that results from busyness can 
be a replacement for spirituality. Working for God replaces knowing him. The effects are 
not unlike the physical result of a steady diet of junk food: it is fun at first but it soon 
leads to a variety of pathologies. The body cries out for substantive food, and without it, 
breakdown occurs. 
 Over time, parish ministry drains ministers rather than uplifts them. Pastoral 
burnout must be faced honestly and positive steps taken toward a remedy or it will be a 
hidden cancer among those in vocational ministry (Holmes 40). Remediation includes 
attention to the life of the Spirit. 
 One other challenge ministers face that leads to stress is their personalities. A 
great majority of the pastors have extroverted personalities: they draw energy from being 
with people. Those very people, however, come to pastors with physical and emotional 
needs and, often, spiritual disillusionment. They have overwhelming problems that have 
no ready solutions (Wick 249). Pastors often take these issues personally and fight an 
ongoing battle with discouragement that may lead to emotional depths. 
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 A deep spiritual life can counter the effects of stress. People of faith are better 
anchored than others when stress levels increase. Further, spiritual depth can be an 
antidote to burnout (Oswald 91-92). The biblical precedent is the story of Elijah in 1 
Kings 18-19. Thoroughly depleted by his spiritual battle with the prophets of Baal on Mt. 
Carmel, he was in need of physical rest and spiritual restoration. As God provided for 
him and drew near to him, Elijah was brought back from the depths of depression to a 
place of healing and service. 
 Early in his ministry, E. Stanley Jones, the great Methodist missionary, suffered a 
breakdown of spiritual vitality that led to physical and emotional collapse. His inner 
reserves were so depleted that his outer life could not survive (MacDonald, Ordering 
138). For more than a year he was physically and spiritually ineffective. As his spiritual 
life deepened, so did his capacity for doing the work God gave him. At the end of his life, 
after a debilitating stroke, he was able to testify, “I need no outer props to hold up my 
faith for my faith holds me” (qtd. in MacDonald, Ordering 125, 138). 
The Importance of Spiritual Disciplines for Today 
 The spiritual disciplines are habits of devotion and experiential Christianity that 
have been practiced by the people of God since biblical times (Whitney 17). They are 
central to the experiences of the Christian life. In one form or another, all devotional 
masters of history have affirmed the necessity of the disciplines (Foster, Celebration 1). 
 As people come into the Christian life by faith, they recognize the need for 
change. The inside changes are God’s responsibility. People cannot make changes from 
within. Spiritual disciplines are offered to God as a catalyst working from the inside out 




 The reason changes need to occur within is that new believers bring habits of 
ungodliness into their lives as Christians (Bridges, Discipline 83). Nonbelievers are 
unconcerned about the will of God. The one who has been delivered from the dominion 
of sin and brought under the reign of grace sees the necessity of renouncing attitudes and 
actions of ungodliness. Negatively, the disciplines address eradicating habits of 
ungodliness, sin. Positively, the disciplines deal with developing habits that lead to 
Christlikeness. Unless believers are committed to inward change, they will be dominated, 
motivated, and manipulated by modern culture, one that is opposed to the gospel message 
(Spiritual Disciplines: Part 1). If believers do not want to fall back into the old life with 
its sinful practices, a change in attitudes, practices, and habits will be necessary, and 
spiritual disciplines will help them make those changes (Collins 157). 
 The distinguishing doctrine of the Church of the Nazarene is entire sanctification, 
cleansing from original sin and the experience of entire devotement to God (Fairbanks et 
al. 30-31). Viewed relationally, original sin is not a physical “thing”; it is competition 
with God for supreme authority of life (Gen. 3). Even those who are in the grace of entire 
sanctification are tested. The temptations of unbelief, rebellion, and the kingdom of self 
lurk in the shadows, seeking to exploit weaknesses and regain control. Spiritual 
disciplines enable the entirely sanctified believer to stay on guard and submissive to the 
authority of the Spirit. They provide the setting for temptations to be overcome and for 
life in Christ to flourish (Collins 150). Disciplines are a crucial component of growth as a 
disciple of Jesus, one that has not always been emphasized as part of teaching the 
denomination’s distinctive doctrine.  
 Spiritual disciplines are activities in which people engage to help them do what 
they cannot do by direct effort (Willard, Divine Conspiracy 353). Instead of merely 
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depending on that which is human or natural, people learn the disciplines to open the 
door to the spiritual realm of their own hearts and to depend on God and his kingdom.  
 Spiritual disciplines are needed for spiritual fitness in the same way that physical 
disciplines are needed for physical fitness. A runner will not develop excellence by 
periodic workouts or by overworking a few times a year. A regimen is needed, one that 
can be followed on a daily basis. Similarly, a daily regimen is needed if one is going to be 
spiritually fit. Jesus himself followed a routine and wanted others to undergo the same 
process (Spiritual Disciplines: Introduction). Many believers fail to comprehend the 
physical and spiritual laws at work when disciplines are practiced. People who are 
depleted, physically and spiritually, are energized by disciplines that move them toward 
fitness. 
 Many activities that qualify as spiritual disciplines have been practiced by serious, 
spiritually minded people for centuries. Very few in this list are regarded as absolutely 
indispensable, though some are more important than others. Practicing a range of 
activities that have been proven over time will keep most people on the right track. 
Essential to selecting which disciplines work best in individuals’ lives is an honest 
evaluation of weak areas that threaten them in their walk with Christ (Willard, Spirit 
158). Spiritual disciplines strengthen areas of peoples’ lives where they are not as open to 
the work of God. 
 Though God is the one who makes “inside changes,” he needs a spirit of 
cooperation in order to do his transforming work. “Discipline” suggests something for 
people to do, that they are actively involved in their responses to his grace. Modern 
people often recoil at the negative connotations of discipline regarding it as the limitation 
of personal freedom. The opposite is true: personal disciplines enhance freedom. 
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Discipline is the pathway to freedom rather than bondage (Spiritual Disciplines: Part 1). 
At the same time, by themselves, the disciplines can do little, but they do get people to a 
place where they can experience God’s changes (Foster, Celebration 6). 
 A word of caution is necessary for those who would use the disciplines to develop 
a deeper relationship with God. Some people see the word “discipline” and immediately 
think of restraint and rules and picture God as one who frowns on anyone having fun. 
Turning disciplines into laws is always a concern. When disciplines are used 
legalistically they become a source of manipulation and control. Every “law” has an 
external action by which manipulators and controllers judge who is measuring up and 
who is not (Foster, Celebration 8). Disciplines employed in this manner are abuses of 
their original intent. 
 Another warning is to those who want to believe that their day-to-day relationship 
with God depends on how faithfully they perform the disciplines. This perception is a 
form of works as though the relationship depended on them rather than being the 
synergism that any relationship is. For these people the disciplines become drudgery and 
promote fear in those who do not measure up and pride in those who think they do. 
Spiritual disciplines are designed to deliver believers from fear and self-interest and to 
give them joy (Foster, Celebration 2). That joy comes when people catch a glimpse of 
what they can become as they offer these disciplines to God as tools for transformation. 
Selected Disciplines 
 I have chosen the seven disciplines in this study because of my familiarity with  
 
them through reading and personal use. Most are part of my personal rule, and I have  
 




 Meditation. Meditation is the practice of exercising the mind in serious 
reflection. Charles de Foucauld believed that meditation is a preliminary stage on the 
road to contemplation (Jones, Wainwright, and Yarnold 421-22). Learning to think 
deeply about the meaning and mysteries of the Christian faith begins with developing the 
discipline of meditation. 
 The practice of reflection at the heart of meditation is not purely an intellectual 
activity, mere reasoning; it involves the heart and the whole being (Merton, Spiritual 
Direction 52). Christian meditation engages every part of human beings––the mind, 
emotions, imagination, creativity, and, most of all, the will (Foster and Griffin 11). Those 
who employ the spiritual discipline of meditation desire more than knowing about God 
and about their faith. They seek union with him through a faith that is experienced 
personally. 
 Meditation is a thoroughly Judeo-Christian concept. The Bible, especially the 
Psalms, refers to meditation as a normal part of relationship with God. Two different 
meanings of the word “meditate” are used in the Psalms. One is to mutter or murmur 
persistently, repeating the same word over and over again. The other word means to 
muse, to ponder, to reflect, to consider (Foster and Griffin 10). Psalm 1:2 calls the person 
blessed who meditates on the law of the Lord. In Psalm 119, the writer refers to 
meditation on God’s precepts (v. 15) and decrees (v. 48), and the love he has for God’s 
law on which he meditates (v. 97). In psalms ascribed to David, he writes about his 
thoughts of God as he lies awake in his bed (63:6) and his reflection on the works of God 
and what his hands have done (143:5).  
 Unfortunately, meditation has become identified with non-Christian systems of 
thought, and because of this Christians are uncomfortable with the subject and suspicious 
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of those who practice it (Whitney 47). Richard Foster draws a distinction between 
Eastern and Christian meditation: Eastern meditation encourages a person to empty the 
mind and become detached from the world while Christian meditation advocates 
emptying the mind in order to fill it with thoughts of God. The final goal of Eastern 
meditation is detachment. Christian meditation detaches from the confusion inherent in 
society to make possible a greater attachment to God and other people. The mind remains 
fully engaged, connecting with the Holy Spirit who teaches and guides into all truth 
(Celebration 15). 
 Most often, meditation works through one’s intelligence, through a person’s 
mental capacities, rather than on an emotional or instinctive level. In fact, says Thomas 
Merton, a good meditation can be spoiled by emotion (Spiritual Direction 66). An 
absence of emotion does not mean persons engaged in Christian mediation feel nothing. 
Simply, they are not to measure the effectiveness of their meditation by how it makes 
them feel. Effectiveness is measured by what is learned, what the Holy Spirit has taught. 
A period of good meditation often yields insights that are very practical, helpful in 
dealing with ordinary human problems (Foster, Celebration 17). Meditation gives God’s 
words the opportunity to penetrate the mind and emotions where hurts are felt, where 
decisions and choices are made, and where the will is exerted. People who meditate 
encounter Jesus Christ himself (Foster and Griffin 10).  
 People are not naturally drawn to the discipline of meditation because it requires 
that they stop their busyness and participation in the noise around them and listen to God. 
Meditation is a gift offered to God for his use in peoples’ lives. Foster admits that 
meditation is not easy. He suggests that diligent prayer for the desire and grace to 
meditate is necessary or most people soon give up (Celebration 19). The fruit of a 
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meditative life, though, is union with God and an awakening to the presence of the Holy 
Spirit (Merton, Spiritual Direction 88). Believers in Christ allow the Spirit to speak 
within them and use their hearts and voices for the Father’s glory. 
 For meditation to be effective, a tangible focus must be present. The concept of 
God is rather ethereal and hard to imagine. Attention, then, is drawn to where God 
reveals himself. A variety of choices are available.  
 Nowhere has God revealed himself more clearly than in the Incarnation, through 
the person of Jesus Christ: 
He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation. For by 
him all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and 
invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things 
were created by him and for him. For God was pleased to have all his 
fullness dwell in him. (Col. 1:15-17, 19) 
 
 Jesus not only taught but also lived out the will of the Father during his brief life 
on earth. The Gospels tell the story of Christ and his teachings. He broke away from the 
rigid legalism of his day, instructing as one who had authority, convincing his listeners 
that God was approachable and could not be controlled by the structures human beings 
sought to impose. Jesus demonstrated the power of God over all things including death. 
He invited his disciples to be in relationship with God through him.  
 All of Scripture provides insights into the character and activity of God. 
Christians are prompted to meditate on Scripture because they believe the word speaks to 
them personally and not just to the Church as a whole (Bonhoeffer 82). The biblical 
world is entered through the imagination, but the challenge is to get past the cultural 
images provoked by Hollywood scriptwriters. Readers seek to visualize the Gospel 




 The Christian ascetic tradition suggests that those practicing meditation should 
focus on a mystery of the Christian faith (Merton, Spiritual Direction 93). Again, 
Scripture or theological reading provides the imagery. God has given concrete structures, 
such as the family, to help Christians understand what he is like and what his thoughts are 
toward his people. While believers meditate on Scripture and theological truths, the Holy 
Spirit teaches God’s purposes for them and for his kingdom. God can also be observed in 
creation and in the personal and historical events of history (Spiritual Disciplines: 
Meditation).  
 The best times for meditation are those that are intentionally established, with 
care given to avoid distractions and interruptions (Spiritual Disciplines: Meditation). The 
Church fathers spoke about a “holy leisure” that referred to balance in life, an ability to 
be at peace with the events of the day and to live with a pace that allows the beauty of 
every moment to be experienced (Foster, Celebration 20-21). This discipline is best used 
in conjunction with the disciplines of solitude and silence, daily and in longer periods 
such as retreats. 
 The starting point for meditation is recollection, withdrawing one’s mind from 
everything that prevents paying attention to God. Recollection is most effective if it is not 
approached suddenly; rather, the best method is “moderate” reflection throughout the 
day, occasional moments of prayer and attention to God (Merton, Spiritual Direction 78). 
Those moments prepare the mind and heart for listening to God during formal meditation. 
 A five to ten minute period of meditation is a good length of time in the 
beginning. The best position is a seated one (Merton, Spiritual Direction 84). During 
recollection, a “palms down, palms up” action is used, physically turning one’s hands 
down, releasing concerns to God, then turning the hands with palms up as a symbol of 
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receiving from God (Foster, Celebration 24-28). Once the mind is clear of distractions, it 
is free to focus on a few words of Scripture, a theological mystery, a part of creation, or a 
personal or historical event and God’s action in it. 
 The greatest challenge people face when observing the discipline of meditation is 
having their thoughts wandering to other persons and events in their lives. Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer encourages disciples not to be embarrassed or discouraged or to give up 
easily when the mind wanders. Instead, he says, incorporate into prayer the people and 
circumstances to which the mind keeps straying. This practice enables those meditating 
to regain their focus (85). 
 The primary benefit of the spiritual discipline of meditation is that the soul is able 
to abandon itself in total surrender in an expression of praise to the “transcendent 
goodness of the infinite God” (Merton, Spiritual Direction 57). 
 Prayer. Meditation is a natural lead-in to prayer. Prayer is probably the best 
known and most practiced of the disciplines, but for most, prayer as a discipline needs 
greater attention and understanding. Countless books have been written about prayer and 
various approaches taken.  
The intent in these pages is to emphasize four issues related to prayer that were 
the focus of the retreat presentation: the purpose of prayer, the priority of prayer in the 
life of the vocational minister, aspects of prayer, and biblical models for prayer. 
 The primary goal of prayer is not to get answers to requests but to establish 
relationship with God (Holmes 13; Mullholland, Invitation 106). Urban T. Holmes, III 
stresses that prayer is an intentional act of entering into that relationship (13). The 
motivation of the one who prays is to know God and to experience God’s revelation of 
himself. Knowing God is the single most important fact in understanding prayer, and 
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when it is truly grasped it can be revolutionary to every Christian, including vocational 
ministers.  
 Knowing God requires learning that he is the senior Partner in the relationship 
and, therefore, that prayer is mostly listening. Properly understood, a person’s verbal 
prayers are responses to God. People are able to speak to him because he spoke to them 
first (Peterson, Working 34). As people listen, God reveals what he wants to have happen 
in their lives and in the world around them. The flow of revelation is staunched when, in 
prayer, human beings do all of the talking. Not a few Christians, including ministers, 
struggle with praying more than a short time each day until they understand the listening 
dimension. When prayer is understood as more listening than talking, the perspective on 
prayer changes. 
 God created human beings with the capacity for relationship with himself, and 
prayer is humanity’s intentional act of entering into that relationship (Holmes 17). He 
makes the first move; his Spirit, living in every disciple of Jesus, engages their spirits and 
calls for a response. Prayer is the initial response. In the discipline of prayer, when it is 
regularly practiced, God moves toward humanity and humanity moves toward God, 
leading to intimacy between the two (13). A relationship is formed. Relationship with 
God follows the rules of human associations: The relationship grows as contact is 
established and maintained. As this bond is formed, self-disclosure occurs, enabling each 
one to know the other. The more two individuals are willing to reveal, the stronger their 
lines of trust will be and, ultimately, the deeper their intimacy. 
 The deeper the intimacy is, the greater is the change that God brings to his human 
companion. Prayer is a transforming tool in the hands of God. People are changed when 
they pray. Those who are unwilling to change soon abandon prayer because in prayer 
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God reveals the hiding places of their lives and liberates them (Foster, Celebration 30). 
Through prayer human beings are able to rid themselves of false attachments and become 
free to belong to God and God alone. As they do they become connected with the 
Almighty. His power becomes their power; his grace becomes their grace (Holmes 17).  
 For the relationship between God and humanity to reach its highest level, the 
disciples of Jesus must learn to pray with their whole being: intellect, heart, emotions, 
mind, and imagination (Collins 158). Specifically, God desires to engage the imagination, 
to help believers see beyond standard forms. The breadth of this relationship is in direct 
proportion to humanity’s capacity to embrace the creative dimension of prayer, giving 
God an opportunity to reveal himself outside the box of typical preconceived ideas. 
 Because relationship with God is the purpose of prayer, nothing vocational 
ministers do is more important; nevertheless, it is often pushed to the margins of their 
personal lives and even the churches they lead. One of the temptations of vocational 
ministers is allowing themselves to become too busy for personal prayer and the calendar 
of the church to become too full for corporate prayer. People demand action and prayer 
seems to be a form of inaction. In the last decade of the twentieth and now into the initial 
years of the twenty-first century, the prophetic pastor of action and the managerial pastor 
are the role models. The prayerful pastor who leads people in worship is barely noticed 
(Peterson, Working 27). The main responsibility of the vocational minister, however, is 
personally listening to and answering the word of God and then guiding others to listen 
and answer themselves, leading to their maturity (45). 
 The priority of prayer includes content. Many prayers are out of balance because 
they focus on only two aspects of prayer, petition, and intercession. Relationally, limiting 
prayers to petition and intercession is like children talking to their parents only when they 
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want something. No relationship like that is healthy. A vital union between God and his 
creatures is possible only when all five dimensions of prayer are practiced: 
adoration/praise, thanksgiving, confession, intercession, and petition. Since the purpose 
of prayer is intimacy with God, relationship defines these five characteristics.  
 As the five aspects of prayer are explained, I will show how the context of 
relationship describes the attitude of God’s people when they pray.  
 Adoration and praise. Adoration means praise and vocal love expressed to God 
(Holt 22). “Vocal” can refer to songs and verbal expressions that elevate God in the 
mind. The posture of adoration is central to all worship.  
 The place from which adoration and praise emanates has been described 
variously. MacDonald refers to the “garden,” a place where “the Spirit of God comes to 
make self-disclosure, to share wisdom, to give affirmation or rebuke, to provide 
encouragement, and to give direction and guidance,… a quiet place [where] there is an 
absence of busyness, of defiling noise, of confusion” (Ordering 118). Adoration and 
praise flow from this sacred center where the disciples of Jesus connect with the one who 
created them as he reveals himself to them.  
 God is totally self-sufficient. He does not need praise in the sense that he is 
incomplete without it, but he is not a God made of stone. God’s heart is the most 
sensitive and tender, and he loves to hear our praise. Foster remembers the words of St. 
Augustine: “God thirsts to be thirsted after” (Prayer 85).  
 Adoration and praise cause the creature to recognize the Creator. They 
acknowledge God’s rule and reign and his worthiness to receive humanity’s honor and 
respect. Prayers of adoration and praise are not expressed for what God has done; rather, 
for who he is in himself. Adoration rises out of love for the one who was before humanity 
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existed and will continue to exist long after they are gone (Cockerill, Demarary, Harper, 
and Tracey 114).  
 Dr. Ole Hallsby says that for adoration and praise to be expressed, those who pray 
must forget themselves and see only the majesty and power of God, his grace and 
redemption (qtd. in Foster, Prayer 84). The mind becomes less active and more focused 
on what God has revealed concerning his acts in the past and what he has told his people 
about himself (Leech 59). Having an object on which to focus-for example, the flame of a 
candle––aids the worshipper in this endeavor. Quieting the heart and slowing down the 
pace of life enables Christians to prepare to worship God. 
 Adoration and praise result in blessing to the worshipper. This process is similar 
to giving love to a child or a spouse: people receive in proportion to what they give 
(Cockerill, Demaray, Harper, and Tracey 114). Praise warms the heart of God and 
transforms the one who gives it. God draws near the one who praises him. 
 The prayer of adoration must be learned. The goodness and majesty and power of 
God cannot be grasped by thinking about it but by paying attention to the simple yet 
profound things God has done. His actions are merely observed until the person of prayer 
realizes the delight they give (Foster, Prayer 87-88). A sense of wonder emerges as the 
awesomeness of God in the world begins to dawn.  
 The single greatest obstacle to adoration and praise is the loss of focus on God 
himself. A person who becomes preoccupied with the business of life forgets to offer 
praise or has time for only one aspect of prayer and chooses petition and/or intercession. 
The lost blessing to God, and to them, is great.  
 Thanksgiving. In adoration and praise, God is given glory for who he is in 
himself. In thanksgiving God is glorified for what he has done for (Foster, Prayer 83). 
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 Prayers of thanksgiving recognize that the source of all blessings––physical, 
spiritual, and material––is God (Holmes 16). Relationally, God as the giver of good 
things establishes him as the provider for his people. One point that is often missed in 
describing the character of God is that he enjoys giving gifts to his people: “If you, then, 
though you are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will 
your Father in heaven give good gifts to those who ask him!” (Matt. 7:11). Jesus 
illustrated God’s enjoyment in giving to his people with the humorous parable of the 
persistent widow (Luke 18:1-6). She kept bothering the judge who was deciding her case 
until, exasperated, he gave her what she wanted, not because he cared about justice but 
because the widow wore him out with her persistence. Jesus’ purpose in telling that story 
was to contrast God’s willingness to respond to his people with the reluctance of the 
judge. God does not have to be begged. He enjoys giving good things to his people, and 
when he does he deserves their gratitude. 
 Thanksgiving cannot be simply based on feeling. A sense of discipline prompts 
prayers of gratitude even when emotions are low and recent evidence of God’s work is 
not apparent. Thanksgiving may include counting one’s blessings (Holt 22). The 
discipline of remembering the acts of God and giving thanks for them may serve to 
restore a sagging faith and give renewed confidence and hope where faith is weak.  
 Confession. In confession things that keep believers from loving and trusting God 
and, in turn, receiving God’s forgiveness are named (Holt 22). A lack of faith, distance 
from God, and indifference toward him is acknowledged. Sins and failures are expressed 
to a gracious heavenly father without excuse or modification (Foster, Prayer 43). 
Confession calls for an honest appraisal of self before a holy God. The specific acts and 
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attitudes that have not pleased God as he sought fellowship with his people are readily 
admitted (MacDonald, Ordering 152). 
 The prayer of confession must be preceded by the prayer of self-examination 
(Leech 132). Examen is a Latin word referring to a weight indicator or balance scale, 
conveying the idea of an accurate assessment of a situation (Foster, Prayer 27-28). The 
prayer of examen has two dimensions, examen of consciousness, an evaluation of how 
God has been present throughout the day and the response to him and the examen of 
conscience where the need for purification, cleansing, and healing is revealed (27-28). In 
short, prior to the prayer of confession, a time of self-examination is needed, where God 
reveals through the Holy Spirit where he has been present, where he has been missed, and 
where his people have lived short of his ideal. This examination by the Spirit is done 
lovingly, not in accusation. He reveals what needs confession and those things that need 
to be put right with fellow human beings. François Fénélon says that “God never makes 
us aware of our weakness except to give us his strength” (72). He does not condemn as he 
makes this examination; rather, the tone is loving revelation. 
 The kinds of things God reveals are sobering. E. Stanley Jones writes about 
“twelve apostles of ill health”: anger, resentments, fear, worry, desire to dominate, self-
preoccupation, guilt, sexual impurity, jealousy, a lack of creative activity, inferiorities, 
and a lack of love (qtd. in MacDonald, Ordering 154). As God reveals any of these, the 
response is to admit them and surrender them to Jesus Christ. Self-examination and 
confession are not to be regarded as tedious, obsessive compulsive actions; rather, they 
are disciplined acts of prayer that keep fresh the relationship of believers with a holy 
God. Fénélon reveals why confession is necessary: 
Small as it may seem, it [sin] obscures and dims the light of grace, weighs 
down the soul, and hinders that constant communion with Jesus Christ, 
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which it should be your pleasure to cultivate. You will become lukewarm, 
forget God, and find yourself growing in attachment to the world. A pure 
soul, on the other hand, which is humiliated and rises promptly after its 
smallest faults, remains fervent and upright. (72) 
 
 Supplication. “Supplication” is not a normal part of today’s vocabulary. The 
word means to ask for help, for oneself or for another person (Holt 22). Supplication 
denotes an earnestness and intensity in bringing needs to God and also a willingness to 
persevere. Those who supplicate demonstrate seriousness about what they are asking and 
confidence that they will be heard by God (Foster, Prayer 197).  
 This aspect of prayer is the one with which people are most familiar. They are 
used to bringing their needs before God and asking for his help. Great care needs to be 
taken not to let supplication dominate ones prayer life or it will become very dry. A 
dynamic relationship does not exist when the only acknowledgement of God is to ask for 
help or to express need. 
 Two aspects of supplication are intercession, the prayer for the needs of others, 
and petition, believers bringing their own concerns to God (Collins 161). Intercession is a 
way of demonstrating love for others (Foster, Prayer 191). No greater expression of love 
is known than when one person takes others before the throne of God and lifts their needs 
to him. In effect, the prayer of intercession brings God and the subjects of prayer 
together, creating a climate for God to embrace and minister to their needs.  
 Intercession actively involves the intercessor in the concerns of others. True 
intercession cannot be done in a detached way. Intercession involves the priestly act of 
identifying oneself with the needs of others, even feeling their suffering and pain (Leech 
25). In this vein, MacDonald observes that persons who are in spiritual authority and 
responsibility must develop intercessory capabilities (Ordering 165). Praying for 
someone is not the least people can do; it is the most effective form of Christian action 
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and calls for personal participation. A shift is necessary in the thinking of action-oriented 
persons who see prayer as the last resort and not the most significant alternative for 
seeing circumstances change.  
 The key to intercession is recognizing partnership with God. Intercessory prayers 
are not prayed to influence God but to pray in conformity with his will and purpose 
(Matt. 6:10). The comparatively feeble acts of human intercession are backed up and 
reinforced by the powerful intercession of Christ as he continues to stand between God 
the Father and his people (Foster, Prayer 192-93; Heb. 7:25). He hears prayers and speaks 
to the Father about the needs presented. God’s power is released as praying people place 
themselves in a relationship of cooperation with God (Leech 25).  
 One of the areas God reveals to intercessors is which needs are to be the object of 
the most intense prayer. People who live in a needy world and worship within the 
Christian community are faced with more prayer requests than can be remember. Wesley 
tried to deal with this problem by having a weekly pattern, with each day devoted to a 
particular topic (Harper 20). Even if modern Christians followed this practice, they would 
scarcely be able to do more than mention the vast number of needs that come to their 
attention. Some concerns will only receive a mention, but others are impressed on the 
listening person with a deep sense of compassion. These become prayer projects that 
receive more intense intercession (Foster, Celebration 35). 
 Above all, the intercessor must remember that intercession is a by-product of the 
adoration of God and that intercession suffers when it is not God centered (Leech 25-26). 
Worship establishes the place of God in the lives of his people and recognizes their 
position of submission to him. The honor and praise of God magnify his authority over 
all of life and acknowledge his power to bring necessary change. Hope and confidence 
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that prayers will be answered grow in the heart of intercessors as they worship God. 
 The second aspect of supplication is petition. In petition, personal needs of those 
who pray are taken before God. The fundamental issue is that God wants his people to 
ask of him. He is pleased by their requests. His heart is warmed by their asking (Foster, 
Prayer 179). When people ask of God, they are acknowledging their dependence on him. 
Certainly God knows before they ask if they possess an attitude of submission and 
dependence; their prayers of petition are simply illustrations that they know it, too. When 
people ask of God their relationship with him is enhanced. Nothing is too large; nothing 
is too small to ask of God. If an issue is of concern to his people, it is of concern to God. 
 In spite of the fact that God wants to hear prayers of supplication, he sometimes 
says “no” to them. In his book Prayer, Foster quotes C. S. Lewis: “Every war, every 
famine or plague, almost every death-bed, is the monument to a petition that was not 
granted” (182). Prayers that receive a negative response are the greatest tests of faith and 
a struggle to know why often ensues. Prayers of supplication seem so logical. Being 
content in the face of a “no” is a great challenge. 
 A strong theology is helpful. God is omniscient, his wisdom and knowledge goes 
beyond that of humanity. Isaiah 55:8-9 says, “For my thoughts are not your thoughts, 
neither are you ways my ways. As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways 
higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts.” People ask for things that 
are not in their best interest or that could hurt others. Sometimes the answers are revealed 
but are missed. God’s perspective is simply different (Foster, Prayer 182-83). 
 Two biblical models stand out: the book of Psalms in the Old Testament and the 
Lord’s Prayer in the New Testament.  
 The psalms are human responses to God’s word and actions. They may come in 
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the form of praises, when God has demonstrated his strength by overcoming the enemies 
of his people. The response is thanksgiving. When individuals or the whole community 
feels smitten by God’s blows or plagued by God’s silence, the response is lament or 
complaint, and an anguished cry for mercy and assistance is expressed (Westermann 10). 
 For centuries, the psalms were regarded as central to understanding history: they 
were all about God’s work in the affairs of humanity. The psalms articulated the 
divine/human relationship and had a prominent place in biblical studies. During the 
Enlightenment, however, the focus shifted from glorifying the person and work of God to 
glorifying humanity. The historical-critical process applied to Scripture moved the 
Psalms and, therefore, prayer to the margins of historical significance. The thunderous 
prophets became the new model followed by many pastors. The prophet without the 
Psalms, though, was an anomaly (Peterson, Working 23).  
 The psalms of lament are reminders that the people of God can tell him what they 
think and how they really feel. Most Christians are reluctant to be completely honest with 
God for fear they will be deemed lacking in faith. To the contrary, laments express a bold 
but transformed faith, illustrating a confidence that disruptions in life are proper subjects 
for discussing with God. Everything is permissible; to withhold any part of life from 
conversation with him is to withhold part of oneself (Peterson, Message 52).   
 Laments come out of the realities of life when human beings feel pushed to the 
brink of their endurance. They express feelings of discontinuity, where a lot of time and 
emotional energy is expended, and where people are preoccupied by disruptive thoughts 
(Brueggemann 18-19). The psalms of lament provide a language to talk with God when 
life seems out of control and believers have an earnest desire to approach him with their 
fears, complaints, and frustrations.  
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 The primary intention of the psalms, though, is not to complain; it is to praise. 
Reading the psalms reveals that the praise of God is the final word (Miller 67). These 
prayers are prayed in times of security, when the pieces of life are fitting together well 
and also in times when cries to God have been made and he answers affirmatively. The 
Psalms of praise provide a language for when human beings are located in situations of 
“successful” living (Brueggemann 17).  
 The New Testament model for prayer comes from the lips of Jesus himself, the 
prayer commonly known as the Lord’s Prayer. Matthew includes it as part of the Sermon 
on the Mount (6:9-13) while Luke records it in a slightly different form in response to the 
request of his disciples to “teach us to pray” (Luke 11:2-4). Though it is prayed word-for-
word in corporate, family, and private worship, it was intended to be a model, a 
framework for communicating with God. The prayer provides a foundation and an 
enduring framework for all praying. The structure allows the one who prays to stay 
within it or to move beyond it if the need dictates (Willard, Divine Conspiracy 269).  
 The prayer opens with an address to God, calling him “Father.” The familiarity 
would have been striking for the first disciples. Only fourteen times in the Old Testament 
is God referred to as “Father” (Freeborn and Weigelt 30). This designation was directly 
related to the covenant: God showed himself to be a Father through his saving power in 
Israel’s history. In the New Testament, “Father” takes on added significance when it 
denotes relationship between the Son and the Father, most clearly seen in the Son’s 
obedience to the Father (30). In teaching his disciples to use this address, Jesus invited 
his disciples to enjoy a similar relationship with God, to trust in his covenant and have a 
commitment to complete obedience.  
 Following the opening address (“Our Father” in Matthew; “Father” in Luke), both 
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versions divide what follows into two parts: to God about himself and to God about 
human need (Jones, Wainwright, and Yarnold 72). In structure, the prayer is essentially 
petitionary. Adoration is at the beginning and end, but petition comprises the main body 
(Foster, Prayer 185). 
 The first three requests are directed to the Father. “Hallowed be your name” is a 
prayer that God’s name would be lifted up and declared holy. God’s people would be the 
ones to declare his holiness among all nations, but this prayer was for God to proclaim 
and vindicate his own holiness to a broken world in spite of the sins and failures of his 
followers (Jones, Wainwright, and Yarnold 72).  
 The prayer for God’s kingdom to come expresses the desire of the petitioner for 
God’s rule and reign to be on earth what it is in heaven: perfect and complete. This prayer 
does not ask for the kingdom of God to come into existence but that it would take over at 
all points where it is now excluded. The prayer for the kingdom of God to come includes 
but is not limited to the hearts of his followers (Willard, Divine Conspiracy 25-26). The 
prayer is comprehensive in that it expresses a desire for God to reign as he did in the 
beginning, before the Fall of humanity. 
 The request for the will of God to be done conveys a plea that God’s desires will 
be carried out in the world and in the life of the petitioner. The prayer declares personal 
submission to God’s plan and expresses a desire to be part of it. G. R. Beasley-Murray 
writes, “In the context of a world actually wandering from God, it is his saving will that 
lies at the center of this petition” (151). Petitioners volunteer for service when they pray 
this prayer. The attitude of this petition is not one of resignation; rather, it is one of deep 




 The second half of the prayer focuses on petitions for personal needs. Three 
words dominate and become a paradigm for petitionary prayer. Those words are give, 
forgive, and deliver (Foster, Prayer 185). 
 “Give us today our daily bread” (Matt. 6:11) is a prayer that recognizes God’s 
interest and desire to provide for even the simple and routine aspects of life. One of the 
hardest lessons most people have to learn is that God is not just interested in the large, 
impossible matters of life. He cares about even trivial things that cause concern.  
 In the prayer “forgive us our debts” (Matt. 6:12), petitioners have confidence that 
God is eager to forgive offenses against them. At the same time, his forgiveness of 
transgressions is conditional: he is asked to forgive “as we also have forgiven our 
debtors” (Matt. 6:12), those who offend and hurt. The reason is that God is interested in 
forgiveness resulting in reconciliation, between human beings and himself and among 
human beings who have injured each other. Forgiveness means that the offense no longer 
separates the offended from the offender (Foster, Prayer 187-88). Keeping track of the 
offenses of others keeps people from seeing the far greater offenses they have committed 
against God.  
 The prayer for deliverance, from temptation and from evil, is the final petition in 
this model prayer. Two basic meanings of temptation need to be considered: testing to 
demonstrate authenticity and seduction to destroy and pervert (Freeborn and Weigelt 86). 
Biblical examples of testing include Abraham in Genesis 22 when God told him to 
sacrifice Isaac. God was not trying to destroy Abraham’s faith, just test its authenticity. A 
biblical example of seduction to destroy and pervert is God allowing Satan to strip away 
everything meaningful to Job in order to get him to stop trusting in God. 
 On one hand, the prayer for deliverance is that God will help petitioners be 
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faithful in the midst of a period of testing, that when trials come, their faith will remain 
true. On the other hand, the prayer is that God will not let the “evil one” (Satan) be 
victorious in his effort to seduce people and destroy their faith (Foster, Prayer 189). 
 Fasting. Fasting is probably the most neglected of the spiritual disciplines. Two 
reasons dominate. One is the negative image of fasting produced by extreme asceticism 
where the point was to ravage the body to prove spirituality. Even Wesley was guilty of 
this conduct in his practice of fasting during his Holy Club days, though he later came to 
resist bodily mortification in the use of this discipline (Harper 47, 49).  
 The second reason fasting has been neglected is the self-indulgent, materialistic 
attitudes that exist in society. Self-denial and abstinence are not welcome themes in the 
minds of most people. When they are hungry they eat––and often overeat. They tend to 
exaggerate when speaking about hunger, using terms like “starving” and “famished” 
when they have not eaten in a few hours. When they see something they want, they buy 
it. Delayed gratification is a foreign concept. No wonder fasting is neglected, even 
ignored. 
 In nearly all religions, those with any degree of spiritual maturity have used 
fasting as a means of aiding spiritual focus (Spiritual Disciplines: Fasting), especially in 
the Judeo-Christian tradition. Fasting is mentioned in Scripture seventy-seven times 
(Whitney 160). In the Old Testament, individuals fasted, as did the whole nation, during 
times of crisis when they needed God to intercede for them (2 Sam. 12:21; 2 Chron. 20:3; 
Ezra 8:21; Esth. 4:16). God was not impressed by their actions and despised their 
attempts to manipulate him with their acts of piety but no change of heart (Isa. 58). 
 By New Testament times, the Pharisees were leaders in the act of fasting though 
their motives were suspect. They drew attention to themselves as they fasted, standing on 
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street corners with wan expressions, endeavoring to impress others with their piety and 
sacrifice. Jesus was very clear when he said that outward show was not to be the practice 
of his disciples in their approach to fasting. In Matthew 6:16-17, Jesus assumed his 
disciples would fast but with a different purpose in mind. 
 Fasting without purpose, in an effort to impress God or to get what is desired from 
him, is a miserable, self-centered experience (Whitney 165). Fasting must always be 
Godcentered, but the discipline of fasting also reveals what is in the heart of a person and 
the deficiencies there. More than any other discipline, fasting reveals the things that 
control people––physical drives, emotions, and attitudes (Foster, Celebration 48). Fasting 
helps Christians not to become obsessed with a consumer mentality, to keep their 
priorities straight, and to have greater spiritual sensitivity (Foster, Freedom 138).  
 In the Bible, the fundamental definition for fasting is abstaining from food. The 
length of the fast period varied. Scripture records evidence of forty-day fasts (Exod. 
34:28; 1 Kings 19:8; Matt. 4:2). In some cases, the fast was partial, a limitation of diet 
but not all food (Dan. 1:12), while in other circumstances the fast was absolute, no food 
or drink (Ezra 10:6). Fasting practiced as a discipline or on designated fast days (e.g., the 
Day of Atonement) was normally for a day, sunrise to sunset.  
 The one-day fasts were practiced by the early Church and later by the father of the 
theological tradition of the Church of the Nazarene, Wesley. He would begin fasting after 
an evening meal and continue through the afternoon teatime the next day (Harper 50). 
Fasting would be accompanied by prayers of penitence and expectation. The whole 
purpose was to humble oneself before God and to heighten sensitivity toward him.  
 Foster advocates a progression when one begins fasting (Celebration 49-52). He 
suggests starting with a two meal fast and then, after a few weeks, attempting a full 
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twenty-four hour fast. Extended periods would last thirty-six hours and then three to 
seven days. Longer fasts should be undertaken with caution and only by those who have 
the physical stamina. Breaking a fast should be done gently, usually with fresh fruits and 
vegetables.  
 As fasting has come to be more recognized as a spiritual necessity, the focus has 
extended beyond food to other pleasurable practices that compete for attention and time 
and may seek to gain control of a person’s life. The central idea of fasting is the same: the 
voluntary denial of an otherwise normal function for the sake of intense spiritual activity 
(Foster, Freedom 138). Alternatives may include fasting from the media—television, 
radio, newspapers––the telephone, and even people. As in the fast of food, the practice of 
an activity is temporarily suspended in order to give more attention to what God is saying 
and to allow him the full attention needed to reveal what is exerting a controlling 
influence. 
 One of the great benefits of fasting is that it gives balance to humanity. Vital 
perspective on what is really needed and what is of primary importance is obtained, and 
new willingness to be separated from the earth-bound activities of life that are 
distractions from knowing God fully are gained (Spiritual Disciplines: Fasting). 
 Solitude and silence. The purpose of the disciplines is to develop relationship 
with God, to be comfortable in his presence, and to learn obedience to his will. Trappists 
and Quakers are two groups that have discovered that silence is the center around which 
they can best come into God’s presence to know him and be nurtured by him. The 
necessary and natural companion of silence is solitude (Foster and Griffin 158). 
Bonhoeffer says that “the mark of solitude is silence, as speech is the mark of 
community” (78). Most distracting noise comes from human contact, and to experience 
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the silence needed for knowing God people must remove themselves from the presence 
of other people (Willard, Divine Conspiracy 357). Human beings must break away from 
the tumult of living for recollection and reflection to be able to reconstitute and reunite 
themselves in that center of their existence where God meets with them (Hart 61). 
 A life without this quiet center easily becomes destructive (Nouwen, Out of 
Solitude 21). Physical and emotional disease and spiritual distress result when human 
beings disregard their need for quiet places where connection with God is possible, yet 
solitude and silence are frightening for most people. Society is fast paced and interactive, 
and its citizens are used to the noise of televisions, radios, traffic, and, most of all, human 
voices. These serve to connect people to the material world and distract them from the 
spiritual center where God is intimately present. Indeed, detachment is so contrary to the 
desires of most people that they avoid it, even run from it, but those who stick with their 
disciplines slowly discover that they do not want to miss their time alone with God 
(Nouwen, Making 73; Kelsey 40). Without solitude the spiritual life is virtually 
impossible (Nouwen, Making 70; Kelsey 44).  
 Solitude means being out of human contact, being alone, and being so for lengthy 
periods of time (Willard, Divine Conspiracy 357). Training is essential. By nature, most 
people can take this separation for only a little while at first. They have to build up to 
longer periods, but they soon learn that physical solitude and exterior silence are 
necessary for those who want intimacy with God. They discover, though, that solitude is 
not an end in itself; it does not produce the desired end automatically. Solitude is a means 
to an end––developing relationship with God and hearing him speak. If the goal of 
relationship is not understood at the outset, the discipline of solitude will be misused 
(Merton, New Seeds 80).  
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 Merton, who practiced and wrote extensively on the discipline of solitude, goes 
beyond the physical dimension when he says, “There is no true solitude except interior 
solitude” (New Seeds 56). Involved in this discipline is learning how to be interiorly 
alone even when one is with a group of people, to hear the Spirit’s counsel and 
experience fellowship with him within while the noise of human contact continues in the 
outer world.  
 The physical realm, however, is the place where the discipline of solitude is 
learned. People do not find interior solitude unless they consciously seek to deliver 
themselves from the desires and cares and attachments of an existence in time and in the 
world (Merton, New Seeds 84). Practiced in a private, even secret place, solitude can then 
be experienced amid the traffic and noise of daily living. 
 Brother Lawrence, a French monk who lived in the seventeenth century, learned 
to practice the presence of God at all times. He did not follow the method of others in this 
pursuit; they only confused him. He began by renouncing “for the love of God, 
everything that was not God” and lived as if he and God were alone in the world (19). He 
repeated these acts of renunciation until they became the norm. After years of practice, he 
came to a place of habitual, silent, and secret conversation of his soul with God (82-83). 
Even as he washed pans in the monastery kitchen, in the presence of others and amid the 
clanging of his work, he enjoyed the presence of God that gave feelings of inward rapture 
so great that he was forced to conceal them from others. Admittedly, Brother Lawrence’s 
vocation took him out of the mainstream of human existence, but his example is still 
worth emulating. Once solitude has become internalized, a solitude of the heart, the 




 The companion of solitude is silence. For people to experience the discipline of 
silence, they must do more than merely turn off the media or telephone. They make a 
concerted effort to turn away from letting the busyness of their lives be a total 
preoccupation. Unless they remove themselves from life’s all-consuming busyness, little 
chance for any sustained spiritual encounter exists (Kelsey 41). The elimination of 
busyness allows their minds to become uncluttered and focused on God’s agenda instead 
of their own. Eliminating busyness may prove to be a significant challenge. Separating 
themselves from the external noise around them is physically possible, but external 
separation does not shut out inner doubts, anxieties, fears, bad memories, unresolved 
conflicts, angry feelings, and impulsive desires. Sometimes when the outer distractions 
have been removed, the inner distractions are exposed in full force (Nouwen, Making 
70). 
 Henri J. M. Nouwen suggests that these distractions can be addressed by 
meditating on a psalm, a parable, a biblical story, a saying of Jesus, the repetition of short 
prayers such as the Jesus prayer, or simple forms of chanting. Disciples come to him with 
empty hands, naked, vulnerable, useless, without much to show, prove, or defend, and 
slowly, they learn to listen to God’s still, small voice (Making 76-79). 
 Perhaps the most important aspects of the discipline of silence is learning not to 
talk and to wait on God. One might say, “If I am alone, to whom would I talk?” In quiet 
moments people may have imaginary conversations with an adversary or one with whom 
they have had a misunderstanding. Such a “discussion” could evoke a cauldron of 
emotions that distract from what God is saying. Strangely, personal prayers can be a 
distraction if the one who prays does all of the talking. Learning not to talk but to wait for 
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God to stimulate thoughts sufficiently to bring renewal, to make believers creative 
according to his plan, yields the greatest benefit (Foster and Griffin 161). 
 Four benefits are gained by those who practice the disciplines of silence and 
solitude. First, solitude and silence provide an opportunity to listen to God without 
competing influences and the result is spiritual growth. Nouwen strongly states, “We do 
not take the spiritual life seriously if we do not set aside some time to be with God and 
listen to him” (Making 71). In fact, the journey to God is nearly impossible unless outer 
activities cease and silence before God prevails. To be alone and useless opens the door 
fully to God and his kingdom. Genuine progress on the road to being a spiritual person 
begins when people learn to be still and listen (Kelsey 44).  
 Developing a relationship with God has many of the same requirements as 
developing a relationship with another human being. Loving God and loving others 
requires listening to them, truly listening, and listening cannot occur without a sense of 
quiet (Kelsey 48). In 1 Kings 19, the prophet Elijah learned to listen for the still small 
voice of God on Mt. Horeb when God passed by. A great and powerful wind erupted, 
then an earthquake, and a fire, but God was not in any of these displays. He revealed 
himself in a gentle whisper (v. 12). There he met face-to-face with the waiting, listening 
prophet. As Elijah listened, God gave him a new commission (vv. 15-16, anoint Hazael 
king over Aram, anoint Jehu king over Israel, and anoint Elisha as successor to the 
prophetic office) and encouragement (v. 17, “I have reserved seven thousand in Israel, all 
whose knees have not bowed down to Baal and all those whose mouths have not kissed 
him”). Nouwen says that all people may enjoy a similar benefit: 
In solitude we can listen to the voice of him who spoke to us before we 
could speak a word, who healed us before we could make any gesture to 
help, who set us free long before we could free others, and who loved us 




 The second benefit for those who practice solitude and silence is they are 
provided an opportunity to consider and make changes that God reveals. Among these 
are what Dallas Willard calls “epidermal responses,” the first points of contact people 
have with the world around them and how they respond to that stimuli. People and 
circumstances often push “hot buttons” in the lives of others that elicit less than godly 
responses. Willard says that solitude and silence give the opportunity to “come to terms 
with these responses and to replace them, with God’s help, by different immediate 
responses that are suitable to the kingdom environment” (Divine Conspiracy 358). 
 The third benefit of solitude and silence is they prepare disciples of Christ for 
ministry to others. The practice of balanced spiritual disciplines becomes a means of 
grace that shapes disciples in the image of Christ for others (Mulholland, Invitation 103). 
Solitude and silence are not practiced for the sole purpose of becoming more holy. 
Privatized religious experience separates Christians from the community and is contrary 
to the Christian faith.  
Christians withdraw into solitude and silence to listen to God, to let him reveal 
changes that need to be made, so they can go back to the world from which they came to 
benefit others by what they have learned and by living the changed life that God has 
inspired. God desires that grace given in times of retreat be shared with others. Merton is 
emphatic: 
The only justification for a life of deliberate solitude is the conviction that 
it will help you to love not only God but also other men. If you go into the 
desert merely to get way from people you dislike, you will find neither 
peace nor solitude; you will only isolate yourself with a tribe of devils. Go 
into the desert not to escape other men but in order to find them in God. 
(New Seeds 52-53) 
 
 The fourth benefit of practicing the disciplines of silence and solitude is that 
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disciples are forced to slow down and gain fresh perspective on their lives and their 
priorities. One of the biggest indictments on society is that people believe they have to be 
actively doing something in order to have value. They do not take the time to stop, to rest, 
and to reflect on the course of their lives and their relationship with God in an unhurried, 
thoughtful way. The demands of everyday life are the reasons given for why people do 
not think they can take time for reflection.  
 Solitude and silence are called “disciplines” because they are habits that must be 
practiced in spite of feelings or convenience. Their value is seen and practiced because a 
greater good will come as a result. Those who practice the disciplines will be more 
productive and effective in everyday life because they have broken away from the busy 
routines to listen to God and to make course corrections. Willard observes, “The cure for 
the too-much-to-do is solitude and silence, for there you find you are safely more than 
what you do” (Divine Conspiracy 359). Most of all, the impact on one’s relationship with 
God is the greatest good. Often, in the midst of a busy life, God is pushed to the margins. 
Solitude and silence help to bring God back to his rightful place at the center of life. In 
the stillness of life people are able to shed some of the pressures that keep them from 
experiencing God into the core of their existence (Foster and Griffin 12).  
 Solitude and silence are radical disciplines for life in the Spirit because fallen 
human personality needs interaction with other people. Only solitude and silence can 
open the possibility of a radical relationship with God that stands the test of time and 
eternity (Willard, Spirit 101). The key component of that radical relationship is trust and 
confidence: Christians learn to trust God, and he comes to have confidence in them as 
they wait before him, alone and in silence.  
 Journaling. Upon hearing the suggestion that one consider journaling as a 
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spiritual discipline, the thoughts of some will go back to their teen years when keeping a 
diary was a common practice. Diaries usually had straps with locks on them, and the 
writers were very careful not to leave the strap unsnapped or in a place where curious 
eyes would have access and be tempted to intrude on their privacy. 
 Many godly women and men down through the centuries have kept journals. In 
fact, almost every great spiritual leader has used an instrument such as a journal to trace 
and understand the insights they have been given from God (Kelsey 65; MacDonald, 
Ordering 130). Seventeenth and eighteenth-century Christians were particularly faithful 
in keeping journals. They recorded outer events in their lives as well as their inner 
thoughts and feelings (Holt 97). 
 A journal is a place to record the works and ways of God in one’s daily life. In 
addition, it is a place to note events, personal relationships, insights into Scripture, and 
lists of prayer requests. The journal gives a person an opportunity to chart progress in 
other spiritual disciplines and to hold oneself accountable to their personal goals 
(Whitney 205-06).  
 The act of putting things on paper gets them out in the open where they can be 
addressed. Journaling is a good partner to the daily examen. Recording God’s revelations, 
what pleases and displeases him, allows believers to chart their growth. As journal entries 
are read, writers are able to see where they have been walking and the guidance needed 
for what lies ahead (Holt 97-98). 
 Journal keeping has many benefits. Writing in a journal is therapeutic. Journaling 
is a proven way to reduce stress. Once thoughts and feelings have been committed to 
paper, they are easier to release. Journaling enables a person to gain clarity, release, and 
relief (Clement, Benefits). Few would argue that good mental health requires being able 
Wilson 60 
 
to express one’s deepest thoughts and, especially, feelings. Sometimes, though, they are 
too threatening to articulate to another person. Writing things down, being able to express 
personal thoughts, can have a healing effect (Keeping). Journal keeping liberates people 
to put things on a written page they would never say to another human being.  
 Another benefit is that a journal provides of a written record of God’s revelation 
of himself through what one reads and in the course of events of one’s life (Whitney 205; 
Kelsey 63; MacDonald, Ordering 131). The biblical record traces the movements of God 
throughout the course of human history. Various events in Scripture have modern 
parallels. As individuals read Scripture, God impresses on them assurances of his 
faithfulness. They are able to apply these revelations to circumstances in their own lives. 
As these experiences are written in the journal, writers benefit not only at the moment of 
record but also over time as a variety of experiences form a pattern of God’s grace in the 
lives of his people.  
 God’s revelation is not limited to Scripture. He speaks through other written 
material and through the events of one’s life. Journal keepers make record of these 
revelations and reflect on their meaning for their lives. The journal helps to clarify and 
articulate insights and impressions (Whitney 213). In this way people learn a great deal 
about themselves and the God with whom they are in relationship. They are able to make 
observations of what God is saying and doing and what he is teaching them. Often, the 
ones who use journaling as a spiritual discipline become aware that as they write they 
may actually be putting down what God wants to tell them (MacDonald, Ordering 134). 
 In the journaling process, God reveals more than just future direction. He also 
reminds his children of his faithfulness in the past (Whitney 211). Through journal entries 
they are able to look back and see the effect that a particular religious experience has had 
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on them and how much God has been with them. He also shows them how much they 
have changed and how he was able to use them in spite of their faults (Kelsey 64). God 
wants his people to pay attention to him and to reveal the direction he wants their lives to 
take. The reasonable response is to value his words enough to record and reflect on the 
divine message (Kelsey 66). 
 The opportunity for reflection and self-examination is a crucial part of journal 
keeping. The journal is one means of enabling people to dialogue with themselves about 
the deeper issues of life and self-awareness. Dialoguing exposes new discoveries (Oswald 
101). The unique contribution of the journal is that it often reveals God’s will in 
retrospect as the writer synthesizes entries over a period of time (Bratcher 61). In 
addition, they are able to consider how they think or feel about the words they have put 
down on the paper. Journal writers have an opportunity for honesty that is seldom 
equaled because they have the chance to stop, read the words, and make a value judgment 
on what has been written. Journal writers are often surprised by the depth of thoughts and 
feelings they have expressed. They have a sense of relief in owning the feelings or 
realizing how overstated they are. At the same time, they may identify frustrations and 
pain that need to be faced. 
 Part of self-examination is allowing the Holy Spirit to reveal sin and weakness, 
particularly those areas that could lead to spiritual disaster. A journal can be the means by 
which the Holy Spirit shows the emptiness of a path being considered or even chosen and 
insights into motives that will put disciples on their knees in confession and desire for 
God (Whitney 207). The Scripture tells many stories of people whom God warned 
through the intercession of prophets of besetting sins that threatened destruction. 
Frequently, these warnings were ignored to the detriment of the individual and to Israel. 
Wilson 62 
 
The journal becomes a record of spiritual progress that notes when God has spoken about 
sin or has warned the writers about weaknesses that could be destructive. 
 Journal keeping helps people to deal with loneliness, especially those in ministry. 
One report in a popular periodical states that the ministry is second only to night 
watchman in being a lonely profession (Armstrong 69). Competition often separates them 
from fellow ministers. The objectivity necessary for leadership causes some distance 
from those they serve. A great part of their work is preparation for the task of preaching, 
which demands solitude and study. Keeping a journal is almost like talking to a friend 
and can have a similar impact. 
 Keeping a journal is a vehicle for articulating goals and priorities and then 
monitoring them. A person can choose to live with each day being an end in itself or with 
the activities of each day contributing to a larger goal. Journals are tools for expressing 
direction in life and for tracking progress. Once again, the importance of reflection is 
vital in the process. The journal also enables people to put their priorities in writing to see 
if they are being faithful in their commitment to them (Whitney 214). 
 One who keeps a journal soon discovers that it helps them with the other spiritual 
disciplines. The journal has particular value for meditation and prayer and becomes an 
instrument to be used during periods of solitude and silence. In meditation people focus 
on a passage of Scripture, a phrase from the teachings of Jesus or on God’s activity in a 
particular circumstance in her life. The journal enables them to concentrate during 
meditation and to follow more closely the still, small voice of God as he speaks through 
the text (Whitney 208; Armstrong 75-76). Written prayers are helpful journal entries. 
They take longer than speaking, but in the process a greater opportunity for reflection 
emerges (Holt 98). Written prayers convey depth of thought and a focus often missing in 
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extemporaneous prayers. Removing the distraction of people and media gives God access 
to minds and hearts, and his revelations are worthwhile inclusions in journals.  
 Admittedly, certain personality types journal more easily than others. Some 
people are simply more gifted than their friends and neighbors in articulating their 
feelings. Introverted, feeling types find journaling particularly useful. Everyone, though, 
is wise to have a form of written reflection. An alternative might be two or three 
questions consistently applied to what people read or the events of their lives that enable 
them to hear what God is saying to them in the course of their actions. Reflection is a 
powerful tool that is aided by journal keeping. 
 The place to begin is with the journal itself and that is the choice of each 
individual. Some are comfortable using cheap, spiral-bound notebooks while others 
prefer leather-bound books. In the current technological age, the computer has become an 
important tool for journaling. One writer says he prefers using a journal that has a feel of 
importance about it, one that will last (Phillips). Most people will keep a journal year by 
year, but others start a new volume every few months so if they misplace it they will not 
lose large amounts of data. Some destroy their journals after they are filled because that 
frees them to write without fear that after they die a future generation will discover what 
they have written. Others intentionally keep their volumes for posterity.  
 Some of the things to be included in a journal writing session are meaningful 
passages of Scripture, quotes from books, feelings regarding events, persons, ideas, 
relationships, and anything else that “rings a bell” in one’s life (Phillips). Grammar and 
neatness are unnecessary concerns as long as the writer can read what has been written. 
Periodically, the journalist should review what has been written, looking for patterns and 
insights that emerge.  
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 Scripture. Conversion to a life of faith requires a dramatic transformation that 
involves a shift from self to God as the authority for one’s life. By nature, humanity 
cannot know the person or the ways of God, and experiencing a full relationship with him 
does not come at the moment one believes. Relationship develops as God reveals himself 
and his will and the believer trusts in that revelation and obeys.  
 Because revelation may be very personal, the spiritual life must have an objective 
base. Private revelations need to be examined in light of a recognized and established 
norm. For centuries the Bible has been accepted by the Christian community as the Word 
of God and the standard by which reason, tradition, and experience are scrutinized 
(Collins 152; Harper 29). Scripture acquaints people with the ways of God that are so 
foreign to them as they begin their journey with him (Collins 151). Without Scripture to 
direct their thoughts and conduct, they run the risk of falling into moral relativism. 
Personal interpretation without an objective base may lead to abuse of people and false 
teachings.  
 Jesus is the Word behind the words of the Bible (Lawrenz 59). He is exposed in 
Scripture as God’s clearest revelation of himself to humanity, in an anticipatory way in 
the Old Testament and incarnationally in the New Testament. His teachings and way of 
life are the model to follow in the life of faith. Regular intake and application of Scripture 
in a disciplined way is vital for a person to become an “imitator of God” (Eph. 5:1-2). A 
willing and persistent obedience to what Scripture requires enables godly patterns to be 
developed and to become part of the followers of Christ (Bridges, Pursuit 97). 
 The role of the Holy Spirit is crucial for understanding Scripture. Figure 2.1 







 Source: Bridges, Pursuit 97.1 
Figure 2.1. Divine-human interaction to God’s revelation in Scripture. 
 
 Three aspects of working with Scripture are examined in this project: reading, 
studying, and memorizing. 
 Reading Scripture gives the overall perspective of divine truth (Bridges, Practice 
40) and may be approached with two methods: informational reading and formational 
reading. The primary purpose of informational reading is to acquire knowledge and 
information. The informational reader reads for volume, covering as much as possible in 
the shortest amount of time. The motivation is to master the text, to know what it says, 
and to then use it to answer questions or solve problems. Informational reading is 
impersonal and gives the reader a measure of control (Mulholland, Shaped by the Word 
49-52). For example, in a classroom setting, the person with knowledge is the one who 
speaks with authority. Knowledge is used to influence and bring change. 
 Informational reading has value. The gathering of information familiarizes readers 
with structures and meanings in the text and keeps them from erroneous interpretation 
with regard to doctrine and theology (Kaam 125). Informational reading is often a good 
starting point if the reader is sensitive to the Spirit’s promptings to shift to the 
                                                 
1 I have substituted the words, “The spirit inspired the writing of Scripture,” for Bridges’ “The 
Spirit wrote the Scriptures.”  This reflects my understanding of the plenary inspiration of Scripture rather 
than the dictation theory suggested by Bridges.  
The Spirit inspired the 
writing of scripture. 
We learn  
the scripture. 
The Spirit brings to  
mind what we learn. 
We apply what 
 he brings to mind. 
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formational dynamics of reading. When there is a shift to the formational mode, readers 
become listeners (Mulholland, Shaped by the Word 59). 
 Though the Spirit cannot be forced, disciples of Jesus can be ready when he 
chooses to speak, putting them at the Spirit’s disposal with a keenness of hearing that can 
be compared to a mother listening for her baby (Kaam 139). 
 Formational reading is very personal. The reader is not concerned with how much 
is read but how the text speaks to the inner person. The focus is on depth, allowing the 
Word to address readers, even to master them. The reader must approach the text with an 
openness to hear, to receive, and to be a servant of the Word (Mulholland, Shaped by the 
Word 53-54). Reading the text formationally shows readers the internal changes they 
need to make. If readers are willing, the formative word also has the power to transform 
them into what God intended from all eternity (Kaam 127-28). 
 The main attitude to be cultivated as one approaches formational reading is 
docility. Docility refers to a serene receptivity to God, allowing him to use Scripture to 
awaken believers to a manifestation of himself (Kaam 137). Formational readers slow 
down the pace of their reading, waiting and listening for personal messages from 
Scripture, asking, “Is there something in this text that is meaningful to my life here and 
now?” (132). 
 For the past 1,500 years, a method of formational reading known as lectio divina 
has been used in monasteries and by others who practice the contemplative lifestyle. First 
commended by the Italian monk, Benedict, who initiated the Benedictine Rule, the 
method was developed by a twelfth-century Carthusain monk named Guigo II who 
created the four-step exercise that has become associated with this practice (Peace 11-
12). Susan Muto adds two more steps that are recorded in Robert Mulholland’s book 
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Invitation to a Journey. Table 2.1 shows the sequence of the six steps.  
 
Table 2.1. Lectio Divina 
  Silencio * Preparation for spiritual reading  
    Inner shift from control to receptivity 
    from information to formation 
    from observation to obedience  
 
  Lectio  Reading and receiving 
 
  Meditatio Processing what has been received 
 
  Oratio  Responding to God from the heart 
 
  Contemplacio Waiting on God for whatever he wants to do in us 
 
  Incarnatio *  Living out the text 
 
  *Muto 
 
 The imagery involved in lectio divina comes from Psalm 131:2, the weaned child 
at the mother’s breast. The unweaned child has one thing in mind, the satisfaction of 
hunger. The weaned child is content to rest in her arms and receive whatever she wants to 
give (Mulholland, Invitation 115). 
 The study of Scripture builds on informational reading. Reading gives breadth but 
study gives depth (Bridges, Practice 40). In the study of Scripture, a passage is analyzed 
with the reader asking questions of the text and making observations. The historical 
context, the literary form, author, date, and intended audience are observed (Bridges, 
Practice 40; Collins 151). Those who have a working knowledge of original languages 
are able to do word studies and gain insight into grammatical structures (e.g., verb 
tenses). The meaning of the text is of greater importance than making personal 
application (Foster, Celebration 60). Based on the meaning that is gained, a shift can be 




 Throughout Scripture many references are made that imply the memorizing of 
Scripture. Favorite expressions are found in Proverbs 7: “Store up my commands within 
you” (v. 1); and “write them [the teachings of God] on the tablet of your heart” (v. 3). 
Psalm 119:11 declares, “I have hidden your word in my heart that I might not sin against 
you.” In Deuteronomy 6:6, Moses was emphatic that the commandments given were to 
be “upon your hearts.” Deuteronomy 11:18 tells the Israelites to “[f]ix these words of 
mine in your hearts and minds.” 
 Memorizing Scripture helps prevent sin and enables growth in every area of the 
Christian life. As Scripture is embedded in the mind, it prompts growth in devotion to 
God (Bridges, Practice 42-43). Memorization supplies spiritual power to be used by the 
Holy Spirit in times of great need and can make a big difference during spiritual battles. 
The prime example of memorizing Scripture is in Matthew 4 when Jesus faced 
temptation during his forty-day fast. Three times the devil came to him with a suggestion 
that on the surface was harmless, even beneficial. All three times Jesus saw what the 
devil was trying to do and fought his suggestion with Scripture.  
 Memorizing Scripture strengthens a person’s faith by repeatedly reinforcing the 
truth. Satan’s favorite tool is deception, and he is particularly adept at getting Christians 
to believe half-truths. Scripture that is fixed in the mind enables people to identify the 
devil’s deceptive impressions as his words are compared with the Word. The Holy Spirit 
is able to guide when God’s words are written on the heart and planted firmly in the mind 
(Whitney 42-44). 
 Charles Colson provides a poignant example of the value of Scripture 
memorization when he tells the story of the prisoners in the Hanoi Hilton during the war 
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in Vietnam. Tortured and often in solitary confinement, these men devised a plan of 
communication that they used for many reasons, including sharing Scripture and Bible 
stories. They later testified that the Word of God many of them had fixed in their minds 
as children gave them courage and enabled them to block out the pain their captors 
inflicted on them (199-206). 
 Guidance. One of the basic tenets in the Protestant tradition is the priesthood of 
all believers. Protestants believe that each person receives revelation from God and has 
direct access to God because of Jesus Christ (Rom. 8:34). Further, the Holy Spirit has 
been given to followers of Christ to be their guide (John 16:13) and intercessor (Rom. 
8:27). Therefore, the mind of God can be known through personal contact with him. 
Discerning God’s will or the meaning of life events or the various movements of God is 
often difficult. A companion is needed to discuss the significance of circumstances and 
what God reveals to his people.  
 Discerning direction from God can be difficult and complex, and these 
undertakings demand personal attention from a hands-on guide who provides assistance 
in a step-by-step manner (Leckey 21). Christians relying only on themselves for spiritual 
guidance is similar to doctors treating themselves––a very foolish endeavor because of 
the subjectivity involved (Peterson, Working 114). Most people are poor judges of what 
they need and the limitations of their own strength so determining the divine purpose in 
actual situations in which God places them can be very confusing (Jones, Wainwright, 
and Yarnold 371). 
 Historically, spiritual guidance was first practiced in the desert where Christians 
desiring more intimacy with God went to seek the counsel of desert fathers who were 
esteemed for their ability to discern spirits (Foster, Celebration 159). These fathers (and 
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mothers) sought God in the face of solitude and silence. Other serious seekers would 
search for them and then stay nearby to observe and imitate. When permitted they would 
ask the father or mother about certain practices leading to God, and these guides would 
give their opinions (Leckey 32). By the third, fourth, and fifth centuries, a steady stream 
of seekers was making its way to the deserts of Egypt, Palestine, and Syria with as many 
as twenty thousand people living alone or in monastic groups. Countless others visited 
them for counsel (Edwards 50). Here, counsel took on a more serious, regular character 
with seekers being free to pour out their souls in confession and description of inner 
movements. The goal was to see and eliminate obstacles to a life of wholeness/holiness 
(64). 
 People need companions on their spiritual journey, mentors who can help them 
evaluate their experiences and their relationships with one another (Kelsey 31). The 
greatest challenge is to know where to turn for this assistance. Time is precious so the 
choice must be made carefully. The founding principle, which must be embraced, is that 
if God loves humanity with an unlimited, unconditional love, he will provide qualified 
individuals who are eager to show others the way to knowing him (Nouwen, Here and 
Now 131). Finding that person, however, is not always easy because sharing significant 
religious experiences is threatening. Most people conceal their feelings for fear of being 
misunderstood and even mocked (Kelsey 31, 33). 
 The word “guidance” has been chosen as an umbrella term that refers to being 
helped from a human source outside of the individual. The starting point for spiritual 
guidance is determining how intensive one wants to be in the practice. The more intense 
individuals will engage spiritual directors. The first thing required in genuine spiritual 
direction is an ordinary human friendship (Merton, Spiritual Direction 19), a more mature 
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Christian guiding one with less experience in paying attention to the everyday details of 
life, looking for the awareness of God to break through the routines to show himself to 
the directee (Peterson, Working 103, 105). People are prone to compartmentalize the 
spiritual dimensions of their lives, relegating God to certain aspects. During worship 
times, corporate and private, he is most obvious, but a spiritual director shows a person 
how to look for God in the everyday occurrences of contemporary life and to give those 
experiences sacramental significance (Foster, Celebration 160; Peterson, Working 103). 
With a director’s help, all persons are able to see these experiences as more than an 
isolated event; rather, they are evidence of an ongoing personal relationship God has 
established with each of them (Barry and Connally 8). First Corinthians 10:31 provides 
the impetus for this type of living: “So whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, do it 
all for the glory of God.” 
 The purpose of a spiritual director is to point the way to the real director, the Holy 
Spirit, in a relationship of advisor to a friend (Foster, Celebration 160; Merton, Spiritual 
Direction 48-49). A parental dimension exists in spiritual directorship, but great care is 
taken not to manipulate or control (Foster, Celebration 160-61). Directors do not teach 
their own way of prayer or any preset model; rather, they instruct others how they may 
find God’s way for them (Merton, Spiritual Direction 20-21). 
 William A. Barry and William J. Connally delineate six things spiritual directors 
do (46). They are empathetic listeners. Effective directors recognize that they are on the 
same journey as the directee and see their first duty as taking care of their own interior 
life since they can never give to another what they do not possess themselves (Merton, 
Spiritual Direction 28). They have other spiritual friends who check on them to help them 
see themselves in the right light and how they can be closer to God (Kelsey 38-39). As 
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they listen attentively, they affirm and assist in clarifying the “subtle movements of the 
Spirit,” enabling directees to sort out the many options and to discern the subtle threads 
being woven by the Spirit in their lives (Edwards 99-100). Directors will raise questions 
when directees want them and help them to recognize feelings that influence their 
attitudes toward God. The primary task of directors is to help directees pay attention to 
God as he reveals himself and to decide on their responses to God. In the hands of a true 
master, guidance provides liberation and preparation of human hearts and spiritual 
leaders for society (65).  
 Finding a spiritual director is not always an easy task. Becoming a spiritual 
director takes training and practice. A director must be informed by reading Scriptures 
and spiritual masters (Holmes 172). Most directors come from the Catholic or Anglican 
traditions because of the emphasis in Protestantism on the priesthood of all believers. 
Protestant guidance has often come from preaching and personal work with Scripture and 
prayer (Edwards 67).  
 Those who cannot find others who have been specifically trained in spiritual 
direction at least need spiritual friends with whom they can share the deeper mysteries 
that occur as they move further along on the spiritual journey (Nouwen, Here and Now 
33). A spiritual friend does not have to be an ordained minister; some of the best are 
laypersons who may not have the technical training of a formal spiritual director but have 
the personality and sensitivity needed for this ministry.  
 Spiritual friendship is a gentle art that requires a willingness to listen. This 
practice is not psychotherapy; rather, it is an action that brings friends into a new way of 
seeing (Holmes 173-74). 
 Spiritual friendship is not as formal as spiritual direction. A spontaneity is 
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involved with the spiritual friend looking and listening for just the right moment to speak 
a word of encouragement, ask a reflective question, or engage a peer in spiritual dialogue 
(Peterson, Working 111).  
 In a survey conducted by Holmes, he was able to determine what people look for 
in a “friend of the soul” (172). They need people who have greater spiritual maturity, the 
obvious presence of the Holy Spirit in them, a willingness to listen, liberal amounts of 
holiness, compassion, a total commitment to the other person’s needs, an inability to be 
shocked, compatibility, honesty, confidentiality, and kindness (172). To this list Tilden 
Edwards includes humility, flexibility, and an ability to keep one from developing long-
term dependency (126). 
 Spiritual friends provide an environment for the dominant natural process of 
healing to take its course (Edwards 125). They do more than help with crises; they see 
their friends through the dry times when they fall into ruts where their spirituality seems 
meaningless. They allow them to discuss their guilt and shame and to experience healing. 
They encourage and help them to see things from a perspective they may not have. Most 
of all, they point the way to the grace of God (Holt 98). 
 Trusted and trustworthy guides and mentors are an absolute necessity for spiritual 
growth to occur. These are men and women who are on the spiritual journey and 
understand its dangers, yet they come through victorious (Leckey 22). 
Adult Learning Theory 
The training program in this project takes into consideration elements of adult 
learning theory. Between the seventh and twelfth centuries, a model of education evolved 
in monastic and cathedral schools of Europe. This model has been called “pedagogy,” a 
term derived from two Greek words, paid, meaning child, and agogas meaning “leader 
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of” (Introduction to Andragogy). This model is teacher centered: The teacher decides 
what will be learned, how learning takes place, when learning occurs, and if learning has 
actually taken place. The model became popularized in public schools during the 
nineteenth century, and by the time adult education programs began forming in the 
United States after World War I, it was the only model in existence. Therefore, until 
recently, adults have been taught as though they were children (Knowles, Adult Learner 
54). 
 In 1970, Malcom Knowles wrote the landmark book The Modern Practice of 
Adult Education. Knowles recognizes distinct differences between the way adults and 
children learn and suggests that teachers of adults consider their learning needs when 
teaching them how to learn (39). He popularized the term “andragogy” (the science or art 
of teaching adults) and was the first to develop a detailed approach for teaching adults 
(Draper 14). 
 Knowles suggests six assumptions that characterize the andragogical model.  
1. Adults need to know why they need to learn something before they will invest 
the energy to learn. The why has to be more than passing a class or earning a degree. 
What they learn must have value in moving them from where they are to where they want 
to be (Adult Learner 57-58). 
2.  Adults are capable of self-direction. One description of adulthood is 
individuals who have arrived at the point of being responsible for their own lives 
(Campbell). They resist imposition of others but prefer to make their own choices about 
what, when, and how they learn (Knowles, Adult Learner 58). 
3. Adults have years of experience on which to draw (Adult Learner 59-60). 
They are best able to gather new information and learning skills through discussions on 
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insights and experiences during training events (Caffarella and Jackson 5). As adults 
draw on past experiences, they are motivated to learn and to make application to current 
learning experiences (Understanding the Audience). 
4. Adults have the greatest readiness to learn when the subject they are studying 
relates to real-life experiences (Knowles, Adult Learner 60-61). They connect with what 
is important to them, not what someone else thinks has value. Readiness to learn is often 
impacted by the need to know or do something (Imel).  
5. Adults are life-centered in their orientation to learning (Knowles, Adult 
Learner 63). They are motivated to learn those things that will enable them to perform 
tasks or deal with problems they encounter in the course of their lives. The more these 
events occur, the greater the motivation will be to be involved in a learning experience. 
Adults need applications and how-to information to be motivated to begin a learning 
project (Zemke and Zemke). 
6. Adults are more highly motivated by internal pressures (increased job 
satisfaction, self-esteem, quality of life) than external motivators (better jobs, promotions, 
higher salaries) (Knowles, Adult Learner 61). 
Learning theorists generally agree that Knowles does not present new concepts 
but makes new applications for teaching adults (Schugurensky). Today, pedagogy is 
more specifically defined as “teacher-directed learning” while andragogy is defined as 
“self-directed learning” (Schugurensky). Knowles himself recognizes that the learning 
situation dictates the approach: when adults know little about a subject, greater teacher-
directed instruction is needed until they know enough to direct their own learning (Adult 
Learner 64). Therefore, a more appropriate expression is to see pedagogy-andragogy on a 
continuum rather than as opposites. 
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The key method in teaching adults is to draw on their experiences; therefore, the 
specific aspect of adult learning theory informing this project is experiential learning. 
Stated simply, experiential learning means learning from experience or learning by doing. 
An adult is thoroughly engrossed in an experience then steps back to reflect on the 
experience to develop new skills, new attitudes, or new ways of thinking (Caffarella and 
Jackson 5). 
 Kolb provides the model for experiential learning used in this project. Drawing on 
work by progressive educator John Dewey, social psychologist Kurt Lewin, and 
developmental psychologist Jean Piaget, Kolb constructs a model of experiential 
education (21-25). For him, learning involves a process where knowledge is gained 
through the transformation of experience (41). Perceiving an experience, however, is not 
enough for learning to occur: something must be done with it. In the same way, 
transformation alone is not learning; something must be transformed, an experience must 
receive action (41-42). Learning experientially, then, means applying the information 
received from the instructor to personal experiences. In the process the learner converts 
both the information and the experience into knowledge on a different subject or theme 
(Aaron, Shields, and Wall).  
 Kolb’s model has become known as “Kolb’s Cycle” (Aaron, Shields, and Wall) 
though it bears a striking resemblance to Lewin’s (Kolb 21). In phase one, the educator 
involves the learners in a concrete experience. In phase two, the learners are asked to 
reflect on the experience from different perspectives asking, “What happened? What did 
you observe?” In forming abstract concepts, the learners develop theories and study 
patterns, asking questions such as, “How do you account for what you observed? What 
does it mean to you? How is it significant? What are your conclusions?” In the fourth 
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phase, active experimentation, the learners suggest ways they can apply the principles 
they have learned. They ask, “How can this be applied? How can this information be 
used in another time and place? What would I do differently?” (Aaron, Shields, and Wall; 








Figure 2.2. Kolb’s learning cycle. 
 
 Kolb’s theory is not without its critics. Roger Greenaway has compiled critiques 
from nine different perspectives to “discourage unquestioning acceptance or 
misapplication of Kolb’s widely quoted model.” The most compelling of these arguments 
comes from Tracey Dickson (qtd. in Pickles):  
• The research basis of the model particularly with reference to lack of research 
with people from different backgrounds (e.g., cultures, gender, ages, socioeconomic, 
education); 
• The seemingly simplistic linear nature of the model when many people learn in 
a random manner and may “regress” through Kolb’s stages, work in different orders; and, 
• The circular model with the impression that the stages are equal in time and 
emphasis. 
 These criticisms notwithstanding, Mark Tennant observes that Kolb’s theory 
“provides an excellent framework for planning, teaching and learning activities” (qtd. in 
Active Experimentation 





M. Smith). Curtis Kelly suggests that Kolb’s model “has helped move educational 
thought from the locus of the instructor back to the learner” (qtd. in Greenaway). These 
affirmations are examples of why I have stayed with Kolb’s model for this study in spite 
of cautions presented by others. 
 One other factor that I considered in this training design is the perceptual style 
adult learners use for receiving information. Most learners prefer a visual, aural, or 
kinesthetic mode for selecting and processing information, though using a combination of 
those strategies is not unusual. Visual learners work well with the text. They are able to 
read, understand, and apply information. Aural learners gather information through 
listening. Kinesthetic learners learn best by participating in some kind of activity where 
they are able to have “hands on experience” (Campbell). Learning activities during the 
project took these styles into consideration. 
 Training pastors in the use of spiritual disciplines was a unique challenge in that 
none of them was completely ignorant of the disciplines being addressed. The experience 
of the participants was the key issue in developing the training program for this project. 
Their needs as adult learners were in sharp contrast to learning in childhood or 




DESIGN OF THE STUDY 
 Since the Reformation, the Protestant Church has lagged behind the Roman 
Catholic Church in the practice of spirituality. Fearful of anything that sounded like 
works righteousness, the Reformers avoided an emphasis on the devotional life. Though 
various theological and practical approaches have been taken to address this need, until 
recently, a vacuum of instruction in both ministerial training courses of study and in local 
congregations in the area of spiritual disciplines has existed. Time-tested personal and 
corporate habits of devotion that promote spiritual growth have been lacking. Those who 
practice any of the disciplines often do so unsystematically and arbitrarily, with little 
thought for a system that helps them gain intimacy with God. 
 The purpose of this project was to evaluate cognitive and behavioral changes of 
pastors who received training on selected spiritual disciplines employing a training 
program that used experiential learning theory. This training program was used during a 
two-day retreat with a group of vocational ministers from the North Central Ohio District 
Church of the Nazarene followed by a sixty-day implementation period. 
Research Questions 
 Two research questions guided this research. 
Research Question #1 
What changes occurred in the participants’ knowledge and practice of spiritual 
disciplines as a result of the training program? 
 The goal of the program was to give participants a strong cognitive foundation for 
the disciplines that would inspire their use. Knowledge was gained through the 
transformation of the experiences that were conducted during the retreat. These changes 
Wilson 80 
 
were measured by comparing pretest and posttest scores and through interviews with a 
sampling of the participants.  
Research Question #2 
What aspects of the training program were associated with observed changes in 
the participants? 
 The essence of this question was if the program helped to bring about the desired 
changes. If so, the components that particularly contributed to this process should be 
identified. 
 The reason Kolb’s learning cycle was chosen was because it utilizes observation-
reflection as one of the steps. The ability to reflect—to think deeply on the person of 
Jesus Christ or the meaning of a biblical passage or an inspired text—and to then make 
applications is essential for a growing spirituality. Reflection promotes listening to the 
Spirit who is in every follower of Christ. Without reflection, knowledge is superficial and 
so is relationship with God. Kolb’s method takes concrete experiences and asks the 
student to reflect on them and form new theories or ideas, which are then tested in new 
ways. Reflection aids in transforming experience into knowledge. When Kolb’s cycle is 
applied to the use of spiritual disciplines, the result is not only an increase of 
understanding and knowledge but also a deepening of relationship with God. The premise 
of this project is that the method, which employs Kolb’s cycle, is ideal for teaching 
spiritual disciplines because it requires the learner to reflect on personal experiences, an 
absolute necessity for becoming a spiritual person. 
Methodology 
This study was conducted to evaluate the cognitive and behavioral changes in a 
group of Nazarene vocational ministers in the North Central Ohio District who received 
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training on selected spiritual disciplines using a training program based on Kolb’s 
learning cycle. 
 The training program involved a two-day retreat followed by a sixty-day 
implementation period. The retreat began with the administration of a pre-study 
questionnaire (pretest) covering three areas: knowledge of the disciplines, practice of the 
disciplines, and comfort level in using the disciplines in the study. During the retreat, 
three learning exercises were offered for each of seven disciplines: journaling, 
meditation, prayer, Scripture, fasting, solitude and silence, and guidance. These exercises 
were in three categories: visual, aural, and kinesthetic.  
 At the end of the retreat, participants developed personal action plans that they 
implemented in the sixty days that followed. At the end of sixty days, the group 
reassembled for debriefing and the administration of a post-study questionnaire (posttest). 
Posttest scores were compared with pretest scores to determine changes perceived by the 
participants as a result of the training program. During the post-study debriefing, 
participants dialogued with the trainer about their experiences throughout the 
implementation period. At the conclusion of the training, I selected ten persons at random 
for a five-question personal interview. This data helped give depth to the study by adding 
human interest to the statistics. 
Population and Sample 
 The participants in this study were drawn from the roll of assigned ministers of 
the North Central Ohio District Church of the Nazarene. This group (approximately 120 
people) included senior pastors and credentialed staff persons who serve in a variety of 
roles in their churches. Every assigned minister in the district was invited to participate. 
A letter of invitation was sent to potential participants with a request to respond within 
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two weeks. The invitation was clear: no one was required to attend, only those who had 
interest and/or need.  
 The sample was diverse with respect to age, years in ministry, and formal 
exposure to teaching on spiritual disciplines. A few came out of curiosity or with a 
willingness to assist in this project, but mainly the volunteers were drawn by an interest 
and/or need they had in their own lives and a desire for change. 
Instrumentation 
 I developed the instruments used in this project. They included a pretest, a 
posttest, and a five-question interview of randomly selected participants.  
Prior to the start of the training program, a group of Nazarene pastors from the 
district who were not part of the study took the pretest. This group included pastors who 
were interested in the topic but for one reason or another were unable to participate in the 
training. They were timed and asked for input on the ease of comprehension, question 
construction, and other suggestions they might have that reduced the possibility of 
ambiguity by the participants in this study.  
The pretest and posttest questionnaires used a five-point Likert scale. The 
questionnaires asked participants to rate themselves on three levels: their knowledge of 
the disciplines, their practice of the disciplines, and their comfort level in using the 
disciplines. For example, participants rated their knowledge of adoration and praise as 
part of prayer and the discipline of fasting. They rated their frequency of practice in such 
areas as private devotions and informational reading. They rated their comfort level in 
such areas as Scripture memorization and journaling. The pretest scores established a 
baseline for comparison with posttest scores, and statistical analyses were conducted on 
the changes. Quantitative data were processed using Statistical Package for the Social 
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Sciences (SPSS) software. 
Qualitative data were processed using an ethnograph developed by Qualis 
Research. This instrument enabled me to identify themes and lines of thought that 
emerged from the study, providing insights as to which aspects of the training program 
were most effective and why.  
Data Collection 
The effectiveness of the training program was measured quantitatively and 
qualitatively. Quantitative data came from paired scores for each participant gathered by 
comparing pretest scores with posttest scores.  
Qualitative data were gathered in six ways. The most important means of 
gathering this data came through personal interviews. I conducted phone interviews with 
an unbiased random sample of ten participants at the conclusion of the training program. 
These interviews included five questions that included motivation for participating in the 
program, the learning exercises that were the most and least helpful, how the program 
improved use of the disciplines, changes made by participants because of the program, 
and the impact of Kolb’s model on their learning. These interviews yielded data that went 
beyond statistical analyses and gave depth to the study.  
 Other qualitative data were gathered through the written retreat assessment, an 
open-ended question on the posttest that required a narrative response, comments made 
on the “comfort level” scale, and notes from formal group discussions during the retreat 
and in the debriefing session at the end of the program.  
I was also able to gather qualitative data from informal discussions. From time to 
time, I would see members of the study group and have an opportunity to dialogue with 
them on their progress and challenges with their action plans. Several sent e-mails to me 
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during the sixty-day implementation period. I saw twenty-three participants at the district 
Christmas dinner and used that time to speak to them individually about how they were 
doing. 
Variables 
The independent variable of this project was the training program used in the 
retreat. Three dependent variables were measured, one cognitive and one behavioral. The 
cognitive variable is, simply, the increased knowledge of the seven disciplines as a result 
of the retreat training program that included meditation, prayer, fasting, solitude and 
silence, journaling, Scripture (reading, studying, memorizing), and guidance. The change 
of knowledge was measured by the comparison of the pretest with the posttests. The 
behavioral variable was the increase in participants’ use of the seven disciplines as a 
result of the retreat training program. These changes were also measured by comparing 
the pretest results with the posttest results and through the interview conducted following 
the sixty-day test period. Intervening variables that could impact the interpretation of 
results were the age of participants, length of time in ministry, years as a member of the 
Church of the Nazarene, and ministerial role (staff pastor, senior pastor). Having the 
district superintendent (ecclesiastic superior) conduct the research was a concern that was 
carefully considered.  
Data Analysis 
Two-tailed t-tests were conducted simultaneously on the paired sample pretest 
and posttest items using SPSS (Statistical Package for the Social Sciences) software. 
Qualitative data gathered through the interviews were processed by the use of an 




FINDINGS OF THE STUDY 
The purpose of this research was to evaluate the effectiveness of a training 
program developed for vocational ministers for their use of spiritual disciplines. Two 
questions guided this study: What changes occurred in the participants’ knowledge and 
practice of spiritual disciplines as a result of the training program? What aspects of the 
training program were associated with observed changes in the participants? 
Reliability 
 The questionnaire developed for this study was a survey with thirty-six items 
designed to evaluate how well the participants related to the seven disciplines in the 
study. These items were divided into three scales: knowledge, cognitive understanding of 
the discipline (sixteen questions); practice, frequency of use (eleven questions); and, 
comfort level in using the discipline (nine questions). Each scale was tested for reliability 
(see Table 4.1). The composite scores all fell within an acceptable range for internal 
reliability. 
 
Table 4.1. Reliability of Scales 
 
 
 Scales pretest α posttest α 
 
 Knowledge .71 .92 
 Practice .81 .80 
 General Info .75 .72 







When the questionnaire was administered at the beginning of the retreat, the 
participants had a mean score of 3.22 on the Likert scale (ranging from 5-1) on the 
knowledge scale (with 5 being “very knowledgeable” and 1 being “very little 
knowledge”), 2.91 on the practice scale (with 5 being “very often” and 1 being “very 
rarely”), and 3.17 on the comfort level scale (5 being “very comfortable” and 1 being 
“very uncomfortable”). This data became the starting point, measuring knowledge of the 
disciplines, frequency of use, and level of comfort in using them, respectively, prior to 
the training program. The pretest data revealed that the participants were slightly above 
average on the knowledge and comfort level scales and slightly below average on the 
practice scale. 
Results of Research Findings 
 Research question number one (What changes occurred in the participants’ 
knowledge and practice of spiritual disciplines as a result of the training program?) was 
answered statistically by comparing pretest scores with posttest scores. 
 As illustrated in Table 4.2, two-tailed t-tests were conducted simultaneously on 
paired sample pretest and posttest items using Statistical Package for the Social Sciences 
(SPSS) software. The mean knowledge pretest scores ranged from a low of 2.6 to a high 
of 3.8 and the posttest scores ranged from a low of 3.3 to a high of 4.4. Posttest mean 
scores exceeded pretest means on almost all of the knowledge items at the .05 level of 
significance or higher. In fact, out of sixteen items on the knowledge scale, fourteen 
achieved significant increases on pretest to posttest measures ranging in significance 
from the .05 to .0001 level. The two exceptions were overall knowledge of spiritual 
disciplines (p=.152) and knowledge of lectio divina (p=.375). 
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The results indicate a positive shift from pretest to posttest in knowledge of the 
disciplines as well as slightly less deviation in the range of mean posttest versus pretest 
scores (i.e., 1.2 vs. 1.1, respectively). The composite mean score improved from 3.2 to 
4.3 on the pretest and posttest respectively. The largest gains (more than one point) were 
made on journaling, formational reading, solitude and silence, and meditation, which had 
pretest scores below 3.0 and posttest scores of 4.0 or higher. The smallest gain was made 




Table 4.2. Knowledge Scale  
 Measurements 
 
 Pretest Posttest 
 
Item n Mean SD Mean SD t p<.05* 
 
Overall Knowledge 30 3.30 0.61 3.70 1.09 1.47 0.152 
Prayer 30 3.70 0.66 4.40 0.77 4.89             0.000* 
Adoration/Praise 30 3.70 0.70 4.30 0.71 3.59             0.001* 
Thanksgiving 30 3.70 0.58 4.20 0.73 3.52             0.001* 
Examen 30 3.30 0.94 3.80 0.99 2.33             0.027* 
Intercession 30 3.80 0.93 4.30 0.64 2.72             0.001* 
Petition 30 3.60 0.77 4.40 0.56 5.17             0.000* 
Meditation 30 2.90 0.80 4.00 0.62           6.18             0.000* 
Lectio Divina 30 3.10 0.90 3.30 0.92 0.90 0.375 
Informational Reading 30 3.50 0.90 4.20 0.57 3.67  0.001* 
Formational Reading 30 2.80 1.02 4.10 0.74 5.40             0.000* 
Solitude/Silence 30 2.90 0.94 4.00 1.02 5.07             0.000* 
Fasting 30 3.00 0.79 3.90 0.94 4.17             0.000* 
Guidance 30 2.80 0.75 3.70 0.66 5.22             0.000* 
Spiritual Direction 30 2.90 0.78 3.70 0.61 4.74             0.000* 
Journaling 30 2.60 1.10 4.00 0.64 6.60             0.000* 
 
Composite 30 3.23 .91 4.00 .82 15.45 0.000* 
*indicates statistical significance 
 
 
Of the eleven practice scale items, nine showed significant increases from pretest 
to posttest at the .05 level or higher. The exceptions were scripture study (p=.586) and 




Table 4.3. Practice Scale 
 Measurements 
 
 Pretest Posttest 
 
Item n Mean SD Mean SD t p<.05* 
 
Devotions 30 4.00 0.91 4.40 0.72 2.69 0.012* 
Prayer 30 4.00 0.93 4.40 0.81 2.08             0.046* 
Meditation 30 2.80 1.11 3.50 0.86 3.88             0.001* 
Informative Reading 30 3.50 1.00 3.90 0.94 2.19             0.037* 
Formational Reading 30 2.70 1.26 3.80 0.75 5.07 0.000* 
Scripture Study 30 3.80 0.73 3.90 0.86 0.55 0.586 
Scripture Memorization 30 1.90 0.83 2.50 0.97 4.27             0.000* 
Journaling 30 2.10 1.21 3.00 1.13 4.00 0.000* 
Solitude/Silence 30 2.30 1.03 3.20 0.99 4.50             0.000* 
Fasting 30 2.30 1.06 3.20 1.04 4.40 0.000* 
Guidance 30 2.50 1.14 2.70 1.27 0.71 0.484 
 
Composite  30 2.91 1.26 3.51 1.12 9.9  0.000* 




 The mean scores on the practice scale pretest ranged from a low of 1.9 to a high 
of 4.03 on the pretest and from a low of 3.0 to a high of 4.0 on the posttest, indicating a 
significant positive shift among the participants’ reported use of the disciplines. The 
comparison of posttest to pretest also revealed less variability (i.e., 2.1 to 1.0 
respectively). The composite practice scale mean score improved from 2.9 to 3.3 on the 
pretest and posttest, respectively. The largest gains were on formational reading (1.1), 
journaling (.9), solitude and silence (.9), fasting (.9), and meditation (.7). The smallest 
gain was in Scripture study (.1). 
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 The comparison of pretest to posttest revealed significant positive gains on seven 
of the nine items on the comfort level scale ranging in significance levels from .05 to 
.0001. The two exceptions were Scripture study (p=.738) and guidance (p=.071). 
 
Table 4.4. Comfort Level Scale 
 Measurements 
 
 Pretest Posttest 
 
Item n Mean SD Mean SD t p<.05* 
 
Consistency/Prayer 30 3.70 0.84 4.20 0.75 2.00             0.020* 
Meditation 30 3.20 0.95 3.90 0.90 2.90             0.003* 
Scripture Reading 30 4.00 0.79 4.30 0.61 1.70             0.048* 
Scripture Study 30 3.90 0.73 3.90 0.87 -0.18 0.738 
Scripture Memorization 30 2.30 0.99 2.90 1.00 3.20             0.002* 
Journaling 30 2.50 1.45 3.50 1.22 3.40             0.001* 
Solitude/Silence 30 3.10 1.22 3.80 1.14 3.40             0.001* 
Fasting 30 2.80 1.19 3.60 1.16 2.60             0.004* 
Guidance 30 3.10 1.20 3.40 1.16 1.90 0.071 
 
Composite 30 3.17 1.19 3.71 1.07 7.92 0.000* 
*indicates statistical significance 
 
       
 
The mean scores on the comfort level scale pretest ranged from a low of 2.3 to a 
high of 4.0 and on the posttest from a low of 3.4 to a high of 4.3 indicating a positive 
shift among the participants’ reported comfort in using the disciplines. The comparison of 
the posttest with the pretest also revealed less variability (i.e., 1.7 to .9, respectively). The 
composite mean score improved from 3.2 on the pretest to 3.7 on the posttest. The largest 
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gains were in journaling (1.0), fasting (.8), solitude and silence (.7), and meditation (.7).  
The results of the paired test scores were pleasing, especially with the high 
incidence of items that achieved statistical significance. This achievement is an indication 
of the effectiveness of the training program and the changes it helped to initiate.  
On all three scales, the disciplines of journaling, solitude and silence, and 
meditation were among the scores that showed the greatest change. These statistics were 
corroborated by data gathered through personal interviews, formal group discussions, 
informal conversations, and written notes and e-mails that I received from participants. 
During the random interviews at the end of the training program, eight of the ten 
mentioned the impact of solitude and silence, seven highlighted meditation, and four 
spoke about journaling as being very significant in their action plans.   
Research question number two (What aspects of the training program were 
associated with observed changes in the participants?) was answered with data from the 
interviews, formal discussions, informal conversations, and written communications. 
While the personal interviews provided the most precise data, I made it a point to listen 
carefully and, at times, make notes of observations participants made during formal 
dialogues and informal conversations.  
“Aspects of the training program” referred to the learning exercises for each 
discipline and the impact of Kolb’s cycle on participants’ learning. During my 
discussions with participants, I listened for changes in perception and behavior that 
resulted from their involvement in the training program.  
Interview question number one addressed participants’ motivation for 
volunteering for the program. Questions two through five related directly to Research 
Question number two. The second interview question specifically asked which exercises 
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were most helpful in their learning process. The first exercise was reading. For each 
discipline I presented a brief information piece that provided a basic description. 
Participants read the paper and made comments in their journals. Five persons referred to 
this exercise as the one that was of greatest value to them.  
The second learning exercise involved peer discussion. Participants were divided 
into groups of three and asked to read an experience each had had with the discipline 
being considered. Other group members were then encouraged to ask questions. To 
illustrate, I read one of my own experiences to the whole class and engaged them in a 
large group discussion. Four interviewees said that an aspect of group discussion, either 
in the large group or small group, was most beneficial for them. 
For the third learning exercise, the class engaged in a hands-on activity that put 
the discipline into practice. Three participants referred specifically to the class activities, 
but, throughout the interview, five others said the practice component was the most 
helpful part of the training program. They learned by doing.  
The third interview question asked how the training program helped participants 
make changes in their use of the disciplines during the sixty-day implementation period. 
The data revealed a variety of responses that through the collection and sorting process 
were reduced to four basic ways the training program improved the use of the disciplines. 
First, five people said that the training program helped them develop a plan for using the 
disciplines. At least two people expressed appreciation for the component in the program 
of writing an action plan. One person commented that this step provided a “framework to 
work within.” Another statement was that action plans provide for the use of a variety of 
disciplines, which helps keep private devotional times fresh: “When one thing doesn’t 
seem to be working right, I go to the next.” One of the prayer methods discussed in the 
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retreat was giving special attention each day to one of the emphases in a prayer outline. 
As a result of the class dialogue, one man included that practice in his action plan. The 
result was he came to see that he did not have to pray for every need every day. He was 
released from feelings of guilt and was enabled to pray intensely on certain topics each 
day without thinking he was neglecting anyone.  
The second way the training program helped with the use of the disciplines was 
that it enabled the participants to bring a new attitude or outlook to their use. Eight 
people mentioned “attitude” in various ways in their interviews. Four said that the 
program helped them be more deliberate or intentional in their use. One person spoke of 
being intentional with his use of time. Another said that by practicing the disciplines 
during the retreat he saw what could happen when a specific length of time was dedicated 
to one of the disciplines. Two people commented on the freedom they felt as they listened 
during the training and then began to apply the principles they had learned. Another 
person said that as a result of the training program he had become very jealous of his 
quiet time. 
The third way the training program helped with the disciplines was that by 
practicing the various disciplines at the retreat, they were able to get a feel for how they 
work and were able to implement them properly in their home setting. The value of 
actually doing the disciplines during the retreat was a common theme throughout the 
interviews and in the more informal conversations. 
Numerous respondents spoke of how the training program helped improve the use 
of specific disciplines in their lives. Every discipline was mentioned at least once; some 
several times. Throughout the interviews several spoke of the connection between 
“solitude and silence” and “meditation.” These disciplines, along with prayer, were the 
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favorite topics of those interviewed, most often mentioned when they spoke of insights 
gained throughout the retreat and the subsequent implementation period. Words such as 
“heightened awareness” and “consistency,” as well as one of the favorite words 
throughout the program—“intentional”—were mentioned time after time. 
The fourth interview question addressed the changes made in personal devotion 
times as a result of the training program. As the transcripts and other data were studied, 
the obvious answer to this question had to do with which disciplines the participants were 
using to carry out their action plans. Of greatest importance to this study was what they 
were doing with the disciplines they had not practiced before the training program and 
the impact of the changes (or new things) on their relationship with God. Three responses 
emerged. 
One group said the purpose of their devotional life had changed. Disciplines that 
had already been in practice took on new meaning. One person said, “I now read the 
Bible to hear from God. I’m listening to what he has to say.” A second group said they 
had experienced a change in intensity. The approach to God became less haphazard and 
more focused. Several mentioned that their busyness had caused them to lose consistency 
in their prayer time and had suffered a loss of intimacy with God. A third group said they 
had had a change in content. These respondents revealed a willingness to step outside of 
their comfort zones in an effort to enhance their relationship with God. For these persons, 
the disciplines helped to shape the content of what happened during their daily devotions. 
The responses of the interviewees and data from other less formal conversations 
indicate that the training program positively impacted the devotional lives of the majority 
of the participants. Two persons interviewed admitted that they saw no change, but others 




Interview question number five asked participants to identify ways Kolb’s cycle 
impacted their ability to learn about and use the disciplines. The application of principles 
of adult learning theory and experiential learning in general, and Kolb’s learning cycle in 
particular, were what gave the training program its character. The program was designed 
with the needs of adult learners in mind.  
At the beginning of the retreat, I drew a diagram of Kolb’s cycle on a dry board 
and explained its function. The board remained where all could see it, though not where it 
would be a distraction throughout the retreat. At least once during the training, I gave 
attention to the diagram and reiterated its application to the program.  
The responses to this question were not surprising. Four of the ten named a 
specific aspect of Kolb’s cycle that stood out to them and influenced their learning. In 
every case the concrete experiences was the aspect named. Each respondent gave an 
explanation of how he was impacted. One man observed that so many seminars are 
“lecture oriented, information oriented, and not really practice oriented.” He went on to 
say that the experiences coupled with the action plan (corresponding to step three, 
developing new ideas) and the actual implementation period (step four, testing the ideas 
in a new setting) made the program work for him. Another person said that the practical 
application impacted his retention and that his “continuance with these disciplines will be 
greatly enhanced because of that.” A third person noted that “the whole retreat was a 
concrete experience,” an insightful response. He continued, “Once you have already 
practiced something, the next day it is much easier to do it again.” The fourth person 
named a learning exercise done in class on Scripture memorization and said, “Practical 




Two other persons gave what could be termed a “qualified yes.” The responses 
were qualified in that they did not connect Kolb’s cycle to learning until they were 
specifically asked about it, but after a moment of consideration, they named a specific 
part of the cycle that most impacted them. In both cases it was step two, observation and 
reflection. One pastor made this observation: 
We all have concrete experiences in one form or another, but some people 
stop making observations and stop reflecting on what has happened to 
them. They become set in their ways and stop growing because reflecting 
is hard work and it may call for some adjustment in thinking. 
 
Two individuals flatly stated that nothing in the cycle stood out to them. Not 
surprising, these were the persons who seemed to connect least with the program.  
The other two people gave what could be called a “qualified no.” They started 
their response with a “no” but went on to make statements such as, “I’m sure the 
structure aided in taking us to where God wanted to lead us. It just wasn’t apparent to 
me.” 
Summary of Major Findings 
 In Chapter 5 I will discuss major findings and conclusions of this project. Three  
major findings will be covered. 
1. Statistics reveal that the training program accomplished what it was designed to 
do. The participants improved in their understanding of the disciplines, increased their 
use of the disciplines, and became more comfortable in using the disciplines. 
2. Nine changes were discernable in the participants as a result of the training 
program. 




• The participants began to separate personal use of the disciplines from 
professional use. 
• The participants became more adept in evaluating the practices of their lives 
that were designed to enhance their relationship with God. 
• The participants grew in their ability to apply the disciplines in their own life 
and setting. 
• The participants learned to pace themselves in their use of the disciplines. 
• The participants grew in their understanding that knowing God came through 
more than just having private devotions. 
• The participants improved in their ability to evaluate themselves and to be able 
to discern needed changes. 
• The participants grew in their ability to do serious reflection. 
• The participants were encouraged and motivated to develop their relationship 
with God. 
3.  Four aspects of the training program contributed to the observed changes. 
• The participants were involved in hands-on learning. 
• The participants were able to develop a personal action plan before they left the 
retreat. 
• The participants were given a specific time frame in which to implement their 
action plan. 
• The trainer contributed significantly to the changes both through program 
design and vulnerability in his own journey. 
4. The outcome of the training program confirmed the possibility of the district 




SUMMARY OF FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS 
The genesis of this study emanated from the call to continue the pastoral vocation 
into the Nazarene district superintendency. District superintendents are regarded as 
denominational leaders of their geographic areas, responsible for administrative oversight 
of pastors and churches and the expansion of the denomination into communities where 
Nazarene churches do not exist. They are also administrative liaisons between the local 
church and denominational leadership. 
Election to this position requires fulfillment of these responsibilities; however, for 
nearly five years I have had a deep impression to follow a different paradigm, one that is 
functionally a “pastor to pastors.” This priority is not new; other district superintendent 
feel the same commission, including assisting the pastors in their district with their 
spiritual development. The task is daunting because pastors are typically reticent to 
discuss their own spirituality, especially with their ecclesiastical superiors. 
Pastors have an almost desperate hunger for deeper meaning in their relationship 
with God. The very passion that prompted them to respond to God’s call has been 
suppressed by a demanding schedule that often leaves them at the mercy of others whose 
urgent cries require immediate attention. Some have chosen a course for their ministry 
that pursues status and recognition to the neglect of their own souls. The threat of burnout 
and moral failure is a constant threat to those who lead the Church. 
Spiritual disciplines are habits and practices that have, over time, proven to 
nurture relationship with God and provide a firm foundation for those who lead God’s 
people. I have a strong passion to share personal discoveries concerning spiritual 
disciplines with fellow ministers. 
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The purpose of this chapter is to identify and evaluate the major findings of this 
study. The chapter concludes with sections on contributions to research methodology, the 
limitations and weaknesses of the study, and suggestions for future study. 
Findings and Evaluation 
 This project was about change. One change had to do with shifting the role of the 
Nazarene district superintendent from administrative leader to spiritual leader, taking 
responsibility for the spiritual welfare of the pastors in the district. Administrative 
leadership is a given: every pastor knows the superintendent is available to provide 
advice for problems and to assist congregations with pastoral vacancies. Some district 
superintendents have a high interest in administration and are spiritually gifted and 
technically trained to fulfill their responsibilities. Indeed, administrative attributes 
observed by pastors and laity are reasons most superintendents have been elected to their 
positions.  
The district superintendent as a spiritual leader is a different story. When a person 
assumes pastoral leadership of a new charge, time is needed for the membership to trust 
that individual enough to believe the words of sermons and advice given in private or 
small group conversation. The pastor lives with the congregation, has a chance to be seen 
and heard by them, and to have spiritual advice evaluated. District superintendents do not 
have the luxury of frequent contacts or geographic proximity with those they serve. More 
time is needed to gain trust. Those whose spiritual gift mix and personalities are pastoral 
in nature must develop ways to win that trust so that teaching and mentoring roles can be 
practiced. 
One of the underlying questions addressed in this project is the possibility of the 
district superintendent becoming the district’s spiritual leader. The project casts the 
Wilson 100 
 
superintendent in that light, and the results of the training program show that he or she 
can function in a spiritual leadership capacity. One sign of the truth in this statement was 
the number of persons who showed willingness to be involved in the program. Forty 
vocational ministers in the district, about one-third of the total, responded to the 
invitation to participate in the training program on spiritual disciplines led by the district 
superintendent. Thirty actually took the training. They gave twenty hours over a two-day 
period to phase one of the training and then implemented a personal action plan over the 
next sixty days. The willingness of these busy pastors to dedicate themselves to this 
project was an indication of both hunger for the instruction and trust in the one presenting 
the training.  
The consensus of the participants was that this type of training cannot help but 
strengthen pastors and congregations across the district. The appreciation that continues 
to come my way for providing this leadership is both humbling and exciting and has 
assured me that the ambitious goal of the district superintendent being a spiritual leader is 
possible and should be developed by those serving in this role. God’s people, including 
pastors, need models who will be catalysts for deepening the awareness of God in their 
lives (Holmes xiii). 
Another area of change addressed in this project is the transformation that 
occurred in those who participated in the study. These changes were initiated by the Holy 
Spirit (John 14:26; 16:13) and resulted in greater knowledge, more frequent practice, and 
greater comfort in using spiritual disciplines. The group was highly motivated and 
remained remarkably engaged throughout the twenty hours of training. This observation 
was substantiated during the interview process and in group dialogue and private 
conversations. The participants conveyed the impact of the retreat through the retreat 
Wilson 101 
 
assessment. Their words went beyond typical praise for a good experience. They shared 
deep feelings in uncommon and surprising ways. They demonstrated readiness to learn 
because the subject matter was very important to them, personally and professionally. 
This observation is consistent with Knowles’ description of the adult learner as most 
ready “when the subject they are studying relates to real life experience” and are more 
highly motivated by inner pressures such as self-esteem and quality of life (Adult Learner 
60-61). Spiritual well-being is certainly one aspect of the “quality of life.”     
The three scales used to measure statistical change had a total of thirty-six items. 
Thirty of the thirty-six items achieved statistical significance when pretest scores were 
compared with posttest scores. On individual questions, every mean score but one 
improved (Scripture Study, comfort level scale). Each of the scales showed a positive 
shift among the participants. The statistics indicated that the training program did what it 
was supposed to do. It improved the participants’ understanding of the disciplines, 
increased their use of the disciplines, and helped them feel more comfortable in using the 
disciplines. 
In a training program on spiritual disciplines, however, statistical evaluations 
were not as important as the changes that occurred within the participants. These changes 
were more accurately determined through interviews, class dialogue, and personal 
assessments. The reports shared by the individuals in the study were extraordinary, 
illustrating that something more than transfer of knowledge and motivation to “go out 
and do better” occurred. 
At least nine discernable changes were noted in post-program assessments 
(interviews, retreat evaluations, group discussions, informal converation). First, the 
training program heightened the awareness of the participants as to how the disciplines 
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could work in their lives. They saw first-hand why they needed the training, and it was 
the knowledge of what they could be and the relationship with God they could have that 
helped make the training program effective for them. This observation is consistent with 
Knowles’ assumption that adults need to know why they need to learn something before 
they will commit to learn (Adult Learner 57-58). Several participants spoke of their 
desire for intimacy with God and saw the disciplines as pathways that would take them to 
a deeper level with him. One person said, “The underlying goal in participating in this 
program was that in my own walk I would draw closer and I would learn more about him 
and how he wants to be in relationship with me through these disciplines.” The training 
program was an introduction for some to spiritual disciplines as a distinct study. They 
had been exposed to individual disciplines but not to how collectively the disciplines 
could enhance their relationships with God. The interrelatedness of the disciplines was a 
new concept that gave fresh spiritual energy to many. The retreat itself served as the 
spark they needed. 
Second, through this program, many in the group were able to begin to separate 
personal use of the disciplines from professional use. No one would question that 
spiritual disciplines have value in both arenas. Difficulties arise when ministers blur the 
lines between the two. They pray, but their prayers are for others. If they pray for 
themselves that prayer usually comes in the time of crisis or great need. They read the 
Scriptures but for application in a sermon or Bible study for others. They fast, but fasts 
are for a specific purpose rather than as a means of developing relationship with God. 
They are too busy for solitude and silence and meditation because they have to stay busy 
taking care of the flock. They have been called to guide others but find vulnerability 
difficult. Because their vocation includes “spiritual activities,” they run the risk of taking 
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that which is holy for granted, exhorting others to be holy without being holy themselves 
(Armstrong 59). One program participant made this comment: 
I have a hard time … sitting down with a portion of the word and not 
working toward a Bible study or sermon outline or at least a point I am 
going to make to a board member! And God has been so annoyed with me 
for manipulating his word instead of letting it change my heart into the 
character of Christ. Now I can spend time in the Bible and not have to ask 
who this applies to. 
 
Unless pastors are able to separate their personal and professional lives, especially 
in the spiritual realm, the possibility of burnout and other difficulties exist and will 
certainly be destructive. These issues were addressed during the training, and several 
testified that their perspective began to change during the retreat and especially during 
the implementation period. They saw clearly what had been happening to them and the 
price they had been paying and were taking corrective action. 
 Third, the program was an encouragement for participants to evaluate the 
practices of their lives that were designed to enhance their relationship with God, 
especially during devotional times. Participants examined the disciplines they had been 
using and the quality of each one. In addition, they considered what they had not been 
doing and what would be gained if they added some of the missing disciplines. Willard 
sees as essential the ability to select disciplines that work best and can strengthen weak 
areas that threaten their walk with Christ (Spirit 158). 
Fourth, the program helped the participants with the application of the disciplines 
in their own life and setting. The lack of prior knowledge of the disciplines made their 
use random and unsystematic. Instruction and the actual practice of the disciplines during 
the training helped those involved to understand how to apply the principles. The result 
was that the majority specifically spoke about greater consistency and more intentionality 
in their use of the disciplines as an outcome of being in the program.  
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Fifth, the program taught the participants to pace themselves in their use of the 
disciplines, to be unhurried. The discipline of solitude and silence was mentioned by six 
of the ten persons interviewed as well as many others as being helpful to them in this 
regard. I was heartened by those in the group who were beginning to see the value of 
separating themselves from the noise and activity around them to listen to God. This 
awareness is consistent with Willard’s observation that “The cure for the too-much-to-do 
is solitude and silence, for there you find you are safely more than what you do” (Divine 
Conspiracy 359). Participants testified to the impossibility of rushing through the practice 
of the disciplines just to say they did them. They began to understand that waiting before 
God quietly, in a place where they would not be disturbed, on their knees or with the 
Scriptures before them or with pen and journal in hand, cannot be rushed if intimacy with 
God is desired. Along with pacing, they learned not to try to tackle all of the disciplines 
at once but to experiment and incorporate those practices that helped them to connect 
with God. 
Sixth, the program created freshness in relationship with God and helped 
participants to see that knowing God was more than just having devotions. They learned 
not to limit their time with God to a few minutes in the morning before they got into their 
real work but to enjoy his presence throughout the day. One person spoke of the 
revolution in his own life that enabled him to spend a whole day with God, not just his 
morning devotion time. Another person said, “I will never go back to just having 
devotions again.” These individuals and others found new expressions of their 
relationship with God, and it was completely refreshing to body, mind, and spirit. This 
insight is consistent with Hart’s observation that human beings need a break from the 
rush of life to find the center of their existence where God meets them (61). MacDonald 
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calls this “the garden … where the Spirit of God comes to make self-disclosure, to share 
wisdom, to give affirmation or rebuke, to provide encouragement, and to give direction 
and guidance” (Ordering 118). 
Seventh, the program helped to create an environment that encouraged honest 
self-evaluation and revealed where changes needed to be made. The retreat setting, the 
learning exercises, and the transparency and vulnerability of the participants contributed 
to people letting down their guards and admitting needs and struggles in their own 
attempts to have a deeper walk with God. Almost without exception, when one person 
made a personal revelation, others would chime in and share similar concerns, thus 
creating a freedom to be authentic with one another. These revelations were followed by 
a time of discussion on ways to approach the problem. Though thirty was a large group, a 
special bond began among the participants during the retreat that was renewed in the 
closing session at the end of the sixty-day period and continues to be enjoyed by several 
group members. I found this action to be quite amazing given Oswald’s words that a 
“conspiracy of silence” grips many ministers when it comes to their spiritual lives (93). I 
believe the participants felt that the retreat was a safe time and place and their need to 
unburden themselves was greater than their fear of the opinion of others. Also, I was 
vulnerable with them about my own journey which, I believe, encouraged their sense of 
openness.  
Eighth, the program enhanced the ability of the participants to do serious 
reflection. The main reason Kolb’s learning cycle was the chosen model for this training 
program was because of the second step in the cycle, observation and reflection (42). 
These are skills that are absolutely essential for developing awareness of God’s activity 
in a person’s life. These skills enable a Christian to look at various circumstances and 
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find God, in the best of times and the worst of times. They may not always find reasons 
for what has occurred, but they can find God. He often reveals himself, but without the 
abilities to observe and reflect on those revelations, he is missed. Observation and 
reflection were foundations of the program. After each learning experience and at the end 
of the treatment of specific disciplines, time was given for those involved in the retreat to 
make observations and reflect on them, recording insights in their journals. They were 
asked to review their observations and reflections when developing their action plans. 
This component was essential in their learning process.  
Ninth, the program provided encouragement and motivation. Participants almost 
universally left the retreat with a sense of possibility and hope. Motivation came from 
within and from the support of twenty-nine others in the group. They caught a glimpse of 
what could happen if the principles they had learned, the disciplines they had practiced, 
and the action plans they had developed were followed and allowed to work in their lives. 
Once again, this attitude fits the description of the adult learner who is motivated by 
internal pressures such as self-esteem and quality of life (Knowles, Adult Learner 61). 
The training program exposed them to great possibilities. 
These nine observations are the high points of statements that participants wrote 
in post-program assessments reflecting the changes that had begun in them as a result of 
the knowledge gained and activities practiced during the retreat and the sixty-day 
implementation period. At least one-third of the participants in the study used actual, not 
implied, words that referred to changes taking place within them as a result of the 
program. The impact on cognition and behavior proved to be highly significant. 
The key to the changes resulting from this training program was the process of 
“learning by doing.” Experiential learning as defined and illustrated through Kolb’s 
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learning cycle was the model for this program. This premise was built on the theory that 
adults will gather new information and learning skills through discussions on insights and 
experiences during training events (Caffarella and Jackson 5). 
A word needs to be said about the influence of Kolb’s cycle on the learning of the 
participants in the training program. Though the interviews did not reveal widespread, 
explicit recognition of the cycle’s contribution, every part of the cycle was mentioned by 
at least one of the interviewees as making a significant impact on his or her ability to 
learn. My conclusion is that the cycle was working as an aid to learning though not in 
obvious ways. 
A concluding thought is that learners do not need to understand the structure of a 
learning experience as long as that experience does what it is supposed to do. In this 
training program, subjects were to think deeply about a variety of experiences and then 
develop and test their own plan based on their observations and reflections. The 
preponderance of evidence in interviews, class discussions, and evaluations indicate that 
most of the participants in the program were able to do that with a significant level of 
success. So, while not everyone saw the structure, it worked to help participants have a 
solid learning experience. 
In the personal interviews and other collected data, by far the number one aspect 
of the training that helped to facilitate change was the hands-on learning during the 
learning exercises. The learning exercises were the concrete experiences of Kolb’s cycle 
(42). No doubt the variety of learning exercises throughout the two days contributed to 
the participants’ ability to remain engaged and to find something in the exercises that 
connected with them. I made an intentional effort to follow the theory set forth by Kolb, 
Katy Campbell, and others that most learners have a preferred learning style. Some prefer 
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visual learning, others learn aurally, and still others kinesthetically (physically doing an 
activity). Usually, though, learners use a combination of styles (Campbell).  
Preference in learning styles was taken into consideration in the development of 
the training program. The learning exercises that helped individuals to grasp various 
aspects of the training depended on their knowledge of the subject before the retreat. 
Those who did not understand the meaning of and how to use a particular discipline 
benefited greatly from the brief paper that shared information about that discipline. This 
consideration was very important in the overall design of the program. Sharon B. 
Merriam insists that instructional methodology is situational (8). Adults who know little 
about a subject need teacher-directed instruction until they know enough to direct their 
own learning. In many cases, participants in the program were not well acquainted with a 
discipline and needed the instruction of the paper. In all of the assessments, however, 
actually doing the discipline and getting a feel for how it works proved to bring about the 
observed changes. 
The second aspect of the training program that facilitated change was the action 
plan. This plan corresponded to step three in Kolb’s cycle (42). Participants noted that 
contrary to most workshops and seminars, they left the retreat with a plan they had 
developed themselves and were responsible for implementing. The decision to have the 
participants work on their own action plan was based on the assumption that adults are 
not only capable of self-direction, they also prefer to be responsible for themselves 
(Campbell). They want to make their own choices of what, when, and how they learn 
(Knowles, Adult Learner 58). Leaving the retreat with an action plan was a vital 
component of the training program, and the participants submitted their plans before they 
left the retreat.  
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 The sixty-day implementation period was the third aspect of the program that 
helped to facilitate change. The implementation period corresponded with the fourth step 
in Kolb’s cycle (42). The participants actually practiced the disciplines, reflected on the 
observations they made during their practice and recorded their thoughts, and then 
developed a plan that they tested in their home setting. Therefore, the training program 
had real life application. Their action plan was not carried out in a segregated setting such 
as the retreat but was implemented in the midst of their everyday lives.  
This part of the program helped to motivate the participants to learn about and 
apply the disciplines. Their personal lives became the laboratory where they tested their 
action plans and learned how to practice the disciplines. Knowles observes that adults are 
more willing to learn about the things that will help them perform tasks or deal with 
problems they encounter in the course of their lives (Adult Learner 63).  
 Built into this established time frame for implementation was implicit 
accountability: the participants knew that at the end of sixty days they would account for 
what they had done. This gentle pressure proved to help keep them on task throughout the 
whole training program. One participant said, “I knew that a day was coming when I 
would have to give an account for what I had done during the implementation period, and 
that kept me faithful to my action plan.” 
The fourth aspect of the program that helped to facilitate change was the 
contribution of the trainer. I was able to model for the participants by sharing my insights 
and by giving personal illustrations of how I use the disciplines. This modeling was an 
integral part of the effectiveness of the program because, as Richard Cecil stated, 
“Example is more forceful than precept” (qtd. in Armstrong 79). I was greatly concerned 
about how pastors would respond to their district superintendent serving as the trainer 
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and evaluator in this program. I wondered if they be honest in their responses, if they 
would they try to impress me by giving overrated assessments of themselves, and if they 
would they be vulnerable enough to benefit from the training.  
The answers to these concerns came in the first hour of the retreat. The key was 
the preparation for the small group process, the second learning exercise. Prior to the 
retreat, I sent a written example of an experience I had with each of disciplines to be 
studied during the retreat. I did this to show the participants how to write examples of 
their own experiences. The plan was to have them share their experiences in a group of 
three during the retreat. To further demonstrate what was to occur in the small groups, I 
read my examples to the whole class and then fielded questions. No questions were off-
limits. My transparency encouraged the participants to respond in similar fashion. Several 
commented that my openness was one of the keys to the success of the event. Further 
comments included praise for the planning and preparation that I demonstrated and also 
my passion in providing and leading this program. The most humbling comment in the 
whole assessment was, “I want what you have.” 
One would suspect that these observations were made to put those who made 
them in a good light with their district superintendent, but the comments were made 
anonymously. No one would benefit or be threatened with retribution by making an 
anonymous observation. 
No doubt those who participated in this training program encountered God in 
ways that are still being experienced. Though five months have passed since the 
conclusion of the program, comments continue to be made about the help received during 
the event. The young pastor named Don mentioned in chapter one recently called and in 
the course of conversation reiterated that the disciplines of journaling and meditation 
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have become indispensable parts of his life. He testified to a clearer sense of God’s 
revelation than he has ever experienced. I have observed a calmness and peace about him 
that was not present before he was involved in the training program. 
 The encouragement to offer this training program again is widespread and is in 
future plans for the district. This project will not go on the shelf and be forgotten but will 
become an integral part of my ministry as “pastor to pastors.”  
Weaknesses of the Study 
 The training program was effective but the study could be improved with a few 
adjustments. 
 Improvement of two aspects of data collection would yield more useful 
quantitative information. The three scales (knowledge, practice, and comfort level) were 
designed to answer research question number one (changes as a result of the training 
program) but did not contain questions that allowed the gathering of data for research 
question number two (aspects of the training program that contributed to the changes). I 
was forced to rely on notes taken in interviews, class discussions, and retreat evaluations 
to answer the second research question. If repeated, the study will be strengthened if both 
research questions are answered with statistical data and supported by qualitative 
information. I suggest a question where participants rate the various aspects of the 
training program numerically from greatest value to least value for their impact on 
knowledge, practice, and comfort level.   
 The questionnaires also needed more information for determining the impact of 
intervening variables such as age and years in ministry of the subjects in the study. 
Because this information was limited, I was forced to draw subjective conclusions with 
regard to who would derive greatest benefit from a program of this nature.  
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 The program would have been strengthened by more emphasis on accountability. 
Some accountability was built into the process (participants knowing they would have to 
report after sixty days), but more intentional accountability would improve the possibility 
for stronger results. One idea might be asking each person to choose an accountability 
partner, then following their choices with instruction by the trainer on how to hold their 
partner accountable. Another possibility would be to have the participants share their 
action plan with the trainer, virtually impossible to do with thirty in the group; but with a 
class of ten or twelve, feasibility is improved. Following the sixty days, instead of a 
posttest, an accountability session could be conducted with participants meeting 
individually with the trainer to evaluate the effectiveness of their plan and what they will 
do to continue their use of the disciplines. 
 Sixty days was probably too long an implementation period without some form of 
check for progress. The results would have been strengthened if, at the midway point 
(after thirty days), the group would have met again to discuss perceptions and problems 
in their implementation process. The program would be best conducted in the fall or 
spring, certainly not during Advent and the new year holidays as it was this time. 
 A follow-up evaluation would also strengthen the findings of the study. The 
program’s effectiveness would be better determined if six months from now another 
evaluation was done to see if levels of knowledge and practice had been maintained or 
improved. 
Contribution to Research Methodology 
 The two greatest contributions to research methodology made by this project are 
in curriculum design for adult learners and pastoral care for pastors. 
 The designer of this training program went to great lengths to take into 
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consideration the needs of adult learners and the environment in which they learn best. 
The experiential learning component and the development of self-determined action plans 
are just two examples of this effort. This project gives research data, both quantitative 
and qualitative, that evaluates the effectiveness of a learning program designed for adult 
learners. 
 In classic pastoral care, the minister is concerned about the spiritual development 
of those in his or her care. When home visits were more acceptable, the minister’s visit 
was not just a social event. Time was taken to do soul care—the reading of Scripture, 
questioning of the members, discussing questions and concerns about the faith. Pastoral 
care is done in a more general way in this day and age, but the one who is often left out of 
this process is the minister him or herself. This project contributes research helpful for 
developing ministries to improve a pastor’s spirituality. 
Suggestions for Further Studies 
 As stated above, this program needs an antecedent for it to be most effective. 
Basic instruction on spiritual disciplines, in a seminary or college class or during a 
seminar, would contribute greatly to overall pastoral development. 
This project only covered seven of the spiritual disciplines. Other studies might 
include taking another group of disciplines and following this project’s training format, 





THE LETTER OF INVITATION 





Most of you know that I have been working on my Doctor of Ministry project for some 
time. I now have it ready to implement, and I am writing to ask for your help. 
 
My project focuses on a training program for training pastors in the use of spiritual 
disciplines. I would like to involve a group of you in testing this process. There will be no 
monetary cost to you. I will assume all financial responsibility during the study. The time 
commitment will include 30-40 minutes for two written evaluations; a two-day retreat; one 
morning to prepare for the retreat; an application period of sixty days following the retreat, 
primarily during your private devotions; and an interview with me following the application 
period that will take approximately forty-five minutes.  
 
The format will not be lecture oriented, so you will not be just sitting and listening. I 
sincerely hope you will agree to participate in this study. I would not want you to be involved 
simply to help me with my project; rather, I hope you will be motivated by a hunger in your own 
life to know God better. I have been working with a number of disciplines personally and assure 
you of their significance for every believer. 
 
The retreat will be held on a Monday and Tuesday, November 15-16. If you can clear 
your calendar and would like to participate, please contact me by October 15. You can call the 
office at 740-397-5740 or email me at ncodistrict@mvnu.edu. I will notify participants during the 
following week. 
 
Thank-you in advance for your consideration. I look forward to hearing from you soon. 
 












Circle the number that best rates your level of knowledge. (5–very knowledgeable; 1– 






 1.  Overall knowledge of spiritual disciplines   5     4     3     2     1 
 
 2.  The discipline of prayer      5     4     3     2     1 
 
 3.  Adoration and praise as part of prayer    5     4     3     2     1 
 
 4.  Thanksgiving as part of prayer                                                     5     4     3     2     1 
 
 5.  Examen (examination and confession) as part of prayer    5     4     3     2     1 
 
 6.  Intercession as part of prayer     5     4     3     2     1 
 
 7.  Petition as part of prayer      5     4     3     2     1 
 
 8.  The discipline of meditation     5     4     3     2     1 
 
 9.  The practice of lectio divina (spiritual reading of Scripture) 5     4     3     2     1 
 
10.  Informational reading of Scripture    5     4     3     2     1 
 
11.  Formational reading of Scripture                                    5     4     3     2     1 
 
12.  The discipline of solitude and silence    5     4     3     2     1 
 
13.  The discipline of fasting       5     4     3     2     1 
 
14.  The discipline of spiritual mentoring    5     4     3     2     1 
 
15.  Spiritual direction      5     4     3     2     1 
 

























































 1.  Private devotions       5     4     3     2     1 
 
 2.  The discipline of private prayer     5     4     3     2     1 
 
 3.  The discipline of meditation     5     4     3     2     1 
 
 4.  Informational reading      5     4     3     2     1 
 
 5.  Formational Scripture reading     5     4     3     2     1 
 
 6.  Scripture study       5     4     3     2     1 
 
 7.  Scripture memorization      5     4     3     2     1 
 
 8.  Journaling        5     4     3     2     1 
 
 9.  The discipline of solitude and silence    5     4     3     2     1 
 
10. The discipline of fasting      5     4     3     2     1 
 


































Circle the number that best rates your comfort level in using the following disciplines.  
Please make any comments that would help to explain your response. (5–very 



























































































Circle the number that best rates your level of knowledge. (5–very knowledgeable; 1– 






  1.  The discipline of meditation     5     4     3     2     1 
 
  2.  Petition as part of prayer      5     4     3     2     1 
 
  3.  Intercession as part of prayer     5     4     3     2     1 
 
  4.  Examen as part of prayer      5     4     3     2     1 
 
  5.  Thanksgiving as a part of prayer                                5     4     3     2     1 
 
  6.  Adoration and praise as part of prayer    5     4     3     2     1 
 
  7.  The discipline of prayer      5     4     3     2     1 
 
  8.  The discipline of journaling     5     4     3     2     1 
 
  9.  Spiritual direction      5     4     3     2     1 
 
10.  The discipline of guidance     5     4     3     2     1 
 
11.  The discipline of fasting       5     4     3     2     1 
 
12.  The discipline of solitude and silence    5     4     3     2     1 
 
13.  Formational reading of scripture     5     4     3     2     1 
 
14.  Informational reading of scripture    5     4     3     2     1 
 
15.  The practice of lectio divina     5     4     3     2     1 
 

























































 1.  Private devotions       5     4     3     2     1 
 
 2.  The discipline of private prayer     5     4     3     2     1 
 
 3.  The discipline of meditation     5     4     3     2     1 
 
 4.  Informational reading      5     4     3     2     1 
 
 5.  Formational Scripture reading     5     4     3     2     1 
 
 6.  Scripture study       5     4     3     2     1 
 
 7.  Scripture memorization      5     4     3     2     1 
 
 8.  Journaling        5     4     3     2     1 
 
 9.  The discipline of solitude and silence    5     4     3     2     1 
 
10. The discipline of fasting      5     4     3     2     1 
 


































Circle the number that best rates your comfort level in using the following disciplines.  
Please make any comments that would help to explain your response. (5–very 






1.  Consistency in your prayer life     5     4     3     2     1 
 Comments: 
 
2.  Meditation        5     4     3     2     1 
 Comments: 
 




4.  Scripture study       5     4     3     2     1 
 Comments: 
 
5.  Scripture memorization      5     4     3     2     1 
 Comments: 
 
6.  Journaling        5     4     3     2     1 
 Comments: 
 
7.  Solitude and silence      5     4     3     2     1 
 Comments: 
 
8.  Fasting        5     4     3     2     1 
 Comments: 
 


























































POST-RETREAT INTERVIEW SCRIPT AND QUESTIONS 
 
I want to thank you for your willingness to participate in this training program. You are 
one of the “lucky ones” who gets to be involved in the second part of the evaluation, the 
personal interview. 
 
This interview will be taped and your responses to a series of questions transcribed and 
evaluated. I want to stress, it is important for you to give answers that reflect true 
thoughts and feelings rather than giving answers you think I want or need. If the training 
program has not been beneficial for you, that needs to come across in your answers. If the 
program has helped, please be as descriptive and complete with your answers as possible. 
The information you give will be kept confidential, and I assure you, I will make no 
judgments about you based on what you tell me. 
 
Please relax as much as possible and enjoy our conversation! 
 
Do you have any questions? Are you ready to begin? 
 
1. What motivated you to participate in this training program on spiritual disciplines?  
 
2. As you may recall, we studied seven disciplines and had three learning exercises for 
each discipline. Which learning exercises were most helpful for you? Which were least 
helpful? 
 
3. Please give examples of how the training program helped you improve your use of the 
disciplines during the sixty-day implementation period. 
 
4. What changes have you made in your personal devotions (or Quiet Time) as a result of 
the training program? 
 
5. Kolb’s learning cycle––beginning with concrete experiences followed by observation 
and reflection, then moving to the development of new ideas that were tested in the last 
sixty days––was at the heart of this training program. In what ways did Kolb’s cycle 
impact your learning? 
 
Are there any other observations you would like to make about the training program and 
its impact on your life and ministry? 
 
Again, I want to thank you for your help on this project. I will let you know the results of 
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